Loyola University Chicago

Loyola eCommons
Dissertations

Theses and Dissertations

2021

An Eco-Theology for Korean American Presbyterian Churches
Yale Park

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss
Part of the Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons

Recommended Citation
Park, Yale, "An Eco-Theology for Korean American Presbyterian Churches" (2021). Dissertations. 3944.
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/3944

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses and Dissertations at Loyola eCommons.
It has been accepted for inclusion in Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Loyola eCommons. For more
information, please contact ecommons@luc.edu.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.
Copyright © 2021 Yale Park

LOYOLA UNIVERSITY CHICAGO

AN ECO-THEOLOGY FOR KOREAN AMERICAN PRESBYTERIAN CHURCHES

A DISSERTATION SUBMITTED TO
THE FACULTY OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN CANDIDACY FOR THE DEGREE OF
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

PROGRAM IN INTEGRATIVE STUDY OF THEOLOGY AND ETHICS

BY
YALE PARK
CHICAGO, IL
DECEMBER 2021

Copyright by Yale Park, 2021
All rights reserved.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I would like to thank the love of my life and my best friend, Ka Yeon Lee. Without her
support, I would never have made it where I am today. Her unfailing good sense and
unparalleled companionship make me a very lucky man indeed.

iii

For my wife, Ka Yeon.

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Planetary boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing planet

8

Figure 2. The Richer is Greener Curve

51

Figure 3. Environmental Kuznets Curve

51

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

iii

LIST OF FIGURES

v

ABSTRACT

viii

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Current Ecological Crisis
Terminology
Chapter Summaries

1
5
11
16

CHAPTER II: ECO-THEOLOGY AND KOREAN AMERICAN PRESBYTERIAN
CHURCHES
What is eco-theology?
KAPC (Korean American Presbyterian Churches)
Conclusion

24
25
31
45

CHAPTER III: MINJUNG THEOLOGY
A history of minjung theology
Criticisms to minjung theology - anthropology
Liberation Theology in Brief
Boff’s Eco-theology
What made the ecological turn possible? External and Internal elements
Minjung theology’s turn?
Conclusion

46
52
74
81
86
90
94
96

CHAPTER IV: NEO-CALVINISM
Neo-Calvinism and its founder, Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920)
Reformed Anthropology – Anthony A. Hoekema
Conclusion

98
99
123
131

CHAPTER V: JAMES M. GUSTAFSON’S THEOCENTRIC PERSPECTIVE
Anthropology
Soteriology
Ontology
Conclusion

133
141
149
151
154

CHAPTER VI: REIMAGINING AN ECO-THEOLOGY FOR KOREAN AMERICAN
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH (KAPC)
Searching for a New Minjung: Overcoming Anthropocentrism
Gustafson’s enlargement of vision – priest of han
Gustafson’s and the Dutch reformed anthropology
Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism and Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty

156
158
162
168
172

vi

Conclusion

174

BIBLIOGRAPHY

177

VITA

188

vii

ABSTRACT
Although Asian perspectives and philosophical heritage may carry ecological values, the
Korean American Protestant Churches (KAPC) seem uncaring about the current global climate
crisis. Nor have their theological views on nature been developed adequately. I hypothesize that
one of the reasons for the disinterest is KAPC’s anthropocentric views on humans. The Korean
American immigrant churches, taught by traditional and conservative theology, recognize
humans as disconnected from the rest of creation. Humans are treated and emphasized almost as
the telos of God’s whole creation. The worthlessness of humans before God is affirmed, but
ironically humans are always seen higher than any other nonhuman nature.
Given this context, can we imagine alternative anthropology that is both humble before
God and relational with the whole creation? James M. Gustafson’s theocentric perspective
provides the possibility. After critically examining KAPC’s two theological heritages – the
minjung theology and the Dutch reformed theology – this dissertation argues that we can have a
more ecologically adequate perspective when Gustafson’s insight meets with and becomes a
critical hermeneutical lens to the Dutch reformed and minjung theology.

viii

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
“Ecological theology may be regarded as the next wave of contextual theology.”1 A
protestant eco-theologian, Ernst M. Conradie, envisions the growing interest in ecological
theology. Every contextual theology deal with the challenge of the time as seen in liberation
theology, black theology, feminist theology, or womanist theology. Our time is defined by the
challenge of an ecological crisis, primarily human-induced. Accordingly, Presbyterian Church in
the USA (PCUSA), with 9,304 member churches, urges them to celebrate God’s creation every
year on Earth Day (April 22), guiding member churches to worship with hymnals and sermons
relevant to the theme of creation care.2 Conradie’s envisioning may sound right in the American
church context.
However, the call has less or minimal resonance among Korean American Presbyterian
Churches (hereafter KAPC), a significant part of the American protestant church.3 It is estimated
that Korean immigrants in the United States are around 1.8 million.4 Religiously speaking, they

1

Ernst M. Conradie, Christianity and Ecological Theology: Resources for Further Research (Stellenbosch:
SUN Press, 2006), 3.
2
PCUSA, “Year at a Glance: MEMBERSHIP,” PCUSA.org.
https://church-trends.pcusa.org/overall/pcusa/membership/ (accessed March 31, 2021).
3

KAPC is not an academically defined term nor a denomination name. Similar expression, KPAC is also
used as an acronym for Korean Presbyterian American Church, which is a denomination title. I will use KAPC
referring to the general Korean American immigrant presbyterian churches.
4

Pew Research Center, “Koreans in the U.S Facts Sheet,” pewresearch.org.
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/fact-sheet/asian-americans-koreans-in-the-u-s/ (accessed March 31, 2021).

1
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are profoundly Christian: 71% of the population identify themselves as Christians and 61% of
Christians are Protestants.5 There are 3,514 Protestant churches in the U.S., most of them
conservative, both theologically and politically. It seems that they favor some issues over others,
speaking out on issues (whether pro- or against-) like LGBTQ, public education, and
immigration reform. However, it is scarce to hear them speaking out on climate change or
ecological crises. A sociologist may claim that it is because of KAPC’s immigrant status, and
there are some groundings as I will elaborate on in chapter one. However, I hypothesize that
there are theological reasons as well. This dissertation is a theological inquiry for the ecological
apathy in KAPC.
Among many, I find two streams of theological sources in KAPC – the Dutch reformed
and minjung theology. The former has a distinct and considerable influence on Korean
Presbyterian theology through the Dutch reformed communities in North America – seminaries
like Calvin Theological Seminary and Westminster Theological Seminary. The latter, although
the number of individuals who practice minjung theology would be insignificant, has an
immense impact among progressive and socially engaged theologians and laypersons. If one
were to find theological reasons for the ecological indifference among Korean American
Christians, it would likely be rooted in both streams of thought. Therefore, I will critically
examine the Dutch reformed theology and minjung theology that are two primary theological
sources for KAPC, to identify the roots of inadequate ecological awareness and engagement.

5

Pew research Center, chapter 7 in “The Rise of Asian Americans,” https://www.pewresearch.org/socialtrends/2012/06/19/chapter-7-religious-affiliation-beliefs-and-practices/ (accessed April 1, 2021). Most up-to-date
research on the religious affiliation for this demographic is from 2012.
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The term “reformed theology” refers to any stream of protestant theological traditions.
However, when used with ‘the Dutch,’ it refers to the theological tradition that began in the
Netherlands by a theologian politician Abraham Kuyper. Minjung theology designates a
contextual theology that began in South Korea in the 1970s interacting with liberation theology.
Prominent among minjung theologians are Ahn Byung-Moo and Suh Nam-Dong.
After examining them separately in chapters two and three, I will utilize James M.
Gustafson’s theocentric perspective as a critical interpretive framework in chapter four. His
theocentric perspective helps unveil an anthropocentric tendency in both the Dutch reformed and
minjung traditions. With theological anthropology, I discuss how each tradition places humans
within the whole creation. Therefore, the crucial anthropological question for the dissertation is
not about the essence of the human, like “what constitutes man” or “what separates us from the
rest of creation,” but “where is the place of humans in the whole creation?”
In this respect, I am inclined to believe that both the Dutch reformed and minjung
theologies hold theological anthropologies that lend themselves to indifference to both the
question of the relationship between human beings, the natural world, and the study of ecology
itself. Simultaneously, however, I am also inclined to think that both traditions have untapped
resources available to construct revised anthropology that places human beings squarely in
nature and turns theological attention to the natural world itself. These resources include notions
such as sphere sovereignty, emphasis on plurality, common grace (from the Dutch reformed),
and the concept of the minjung, han, and the church as the priest of han (from minjung theology).
With all of the above in view, my dissertation is a theological retrieval and construction
of adequate theological anthropology and theology of nature for the Korean American
Presbyterian churches from sources within the tradition and a new stream of thought. Simply
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speaking, my dissertation’s arguments are twofold. First, minjung theology and the Dutch
reformed theology, which are the two ideological sources of KAPC, resulted in ecological apathy
due to anthropocentric anthropology. Second, despite the unfortunate reality, these ideas have a
wealth of concepts that can be ecologically valuable.
Specifically, I argue that the anthropocentric anthropology of the Korean American
churches examined through minjung theology and the Dutch reformed has caused the disinterest
in nature, and humans in nature. Then I argue that Gustafson’s critique of anthropocentrism is
needed to overcome this failure since he successfully demonstrated how strong monotheism and
ecological perspective could go hand in hand. Furthermore, I argue that despite the KAPC’s lack
of environmental perspective, there are resources for developing new ecologically appropriate
theologies. Therefore, this dissertation calls for an ecological renewal of KAPC through dialogue
with the context and other eco-theological discussions. To support my argument, I will diagnose
the reality of the environmental crises and identify theological causes and seek solutions for the
lack of awareness within the KAPC.
This project will employ three methodologies: descriptive summary, critical reading, and
constructive proposal. First, I will read James M. Gustafson, Abraham Kuyper, and Ahn ByungMoo in their own right and give descriptive summaries of their works, focusing (but not
exclusively) on their anthropologies. Second, I will provide Gustafson’s critique of both
traditions focusing on anthropocentric tendencies. Last, I will reengage sources for environment
theology in both traditions that will form proper views on nature in the traditions.
As a preparatory task for the whole project, this chapter, INTRODUCTION, attempts to
achieve three goals. First, Describe the current environmental crisis, second, define keywords,
and third, give summaries of each chapter.

5
Current Ecological Crisis
The whole world has been “shut down” due to COVID-19. On April 1, 2021, there were
129,650,784 cases and 2,831,036 deaths6 after the first case was reported on December 31,
2019, by Wuhan Municipal Health Commission, China.7 About 1% of the world population had
been infected and 1.5 million lost their lives only in fifteen months. Not only its colossal impact
but also its unequal consequence is disturbing. Like any other disaster, this one created a
disproportionate impact on the poor, who often have less responsibility for the crisis.8
Of course, there are debates over the origin of the virus depending on one’s political
stance. However, it is undeniable that this pandemic is nature’s reaction to human intervention.
One may explain that this bat-borne virus was introduced because humans invaded and destroyed
their inhabitant developmental purposes. Others may say that the human-induced climate change
led the residence of bats to the northern regions, where most of the human populations reside, so
that the contact became more frequent. Nevertheless, both claims agree that this unprecedented
global crisis has been caused by humans directly or indirectly. It is a clear case that indicates the
close interdependent relationship between humans and their environments.
The dire situation calls humanity to turn to a new way of thinking about our existence –
from regarding nature as something we can exploit and excavate at our discretion to nature as the
broader environment on which humans depend their existence. The global pandemic is one of the

6

Worldometer, “COVID-19 Coronavirus Pandemic,” https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
(accessed April 1, 2021).
7

WHO, “Archived: WHO Timeline - COVID-19,” https://www.who.int/news/item/27-04-2020-whotimeline---covid-19 (accessed April 1, 2021).
8

Oliver Laughland, “‘Death by structural poverty’: US south struggles against Covid-19,” The Guardian,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/05/us-deep-south-racism-poverty-fuel-coronavirus-pandemic
(accessed April 1, 2021).
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“signals” that nature is sending to humans. If we maintain this inappropriate engagement with
nature, we do not know what other disastrous events may come next.
Undoubtedly, human activities have caused changes in nature and eventually impacted
humans in many harmful ways. Since the industrial revolution in the 17th century, humans have
heavily relied on fossil fuels for economic development. Consuming fossil fuels would add CO2
emissions into the atmosphere, and it warms the globe. The melting glacier in Greenland can
cause a sea-level increase by 6.5 meters, and homo sapiens have never lived in such a situation.
Moreover, the warmed seawater will escalate the temperature of the atmosphere and
weaken the jet stream. A weakened jet stream could not block the severe cold air from the polar
area during the winter season. Thus-caused the brutal winter has a disproportionate impact on the
poor and the people of color.9
Plastic particles thrown into the ocean return to our bodies. An average American per
year would consume 70,000 plastic particles that may cause harmful diseases.10 Species
diversity is threatened by global climate change, and it has a catastrophic result for the earth’s
ecosystem. The annual report of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) warns that a million species are in danger of extinction.11
These illustrations suggest that human-induced climate change is a crisis not only for humans but

9

NAACP, “UTILITY DISCONNECTIONS LEAVE THOUSANDS AROUND THE NATION “OUT IN
THE COLD” OR LEFT IN THE DARK” https://www.naacp.org/latest/utility-disconnections-leave-thousandsaround-nation-cold-left-dark/6 (accessed April 1, 2021).
10

Kieran D. Cox, Garth A. Covernton, Hailey L. Davies, John F. Dower, Francis Juanes, Sarah E.
Dudas. “Human Consumption of Microplastics” Environmental Science & Technology, 2-19
DOI: 10.1021/acs.est.9b01517
11

IPBES (2019): Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services of the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. E. S. Brondizio, J. Settele, S. Díaz, and H. T. Ngo
(editors).
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for the entire global ecosystem. In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change
(IPCC) special report called for the world governments to limit the temperature increase by 1.5
Celsius compared to the pre-industrial era. This task requires the whole world a radical change –
achieving net-zero CO2 emissions by 2050.12
Of course, human-induced change on the globe is not new. Humans have continuously
changed the earth’s environment ever since they came into existence. Our contemporary
ecological crisis is different from pre-industrial modification because now the earth’s resilience
is threatened, meaning we are in danger of passing the threshold of no return. American
Association for the Advancement of Science reports on this threshold, saying, “At that point,
even if we do not add any additional CO2 to the atmosphere, potentially unstoppable processes
are set in motion.”13
The irrevocability is well demonstrated by the concept “Nine planetary boundaries,”
Stockholm Resilience Centre’s then-director Johan Rockström introduced in 2009. According to
the report, these nine boundaries are borderlines that must not be crossed, or the earth will lose
its resilience and fall into an unrecoverable situation. The boundaries include Climate Change,
Biosphere Integrity, Atmospheric aerosol loading, and others. In all these categories, there are
three stages – below the boundary, in a zone of uncertainty (increasing risk), and beyond the
uncertainty (high risk) zone.

12
13

IPCC, “Special Report: Global Warming of 1.5 ºC,” https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/ (accessed April 1, 2021).

AAAS, What we know: The Reality, Risks, and Response to Climate Change, (2014), 6. Report by the
American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) https://whatweknow.aaas.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/07/whatweknow_website.pdf (accessed April 1, 2021)
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Boundaries are “within which humanity can continue to develop and thrive for
generations to come.”14 Thus, it is crucial to manage them below the boundary level, and the
global community has managed some of them successfully. For instance, ozone depletion was a
critical issue at the beginning of the 20th century, but it is now categorized as “below boundary,”
meaning it is in a safe zone.15

Figure 1. Planetary boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing planet16
In response to the environmental crisis, technological developments have been
suggested, for instance, bioscience. However, the problem with this approach lies in its
assumption that innovative technology will provide a new way of reducing harmful effects on the

14

Stockholm Resilience Center, “Planetary Boundaries,”
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html (accessed April 19, 2021).
15
All nine planetary boundaries are not separate (or independent) fields. Increasing risk in one level
impacts other areas like climate change interact with ocean acidification, freshwater use with land-system change.
16

Will Steffen et al. “Planetary boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing planet,” Science,
(Feb. 13, 2015) Vol. 347, Issue 6223, 1259855.

9
environment without radically changing the way we act. A climate activist Naomi Klein
describes this mindset, “a technological miracle that will safely suck the carbon out of the skies
or magically turn down the heat of the sun.”17 It falsely promises that we do not need to change
the ways or mindset that had caused the crisis in the first place.
Thus, it is problematic to rely on technological advancement for a solution. As Klein
puts it well, it is “yet another way of looking away” or escape strategy.18 Moreover, the
fundamental problem lies in the process of technological experiments. In a scientific experiment,
we go through trial and error to solve a problem with new technology. However, the object of
this experiment is the earth, which is such a complex system that no one can predict the outcome.
The earth we live on is only one; thus, we cannot test the new technology with this only
environment we have as if we have other experimental groups.
In Laudato Si, Pope Francisco warns of this tendency as well. “At one extreme, we find
those who doggedly upholds the myth of progress and tell us that ecological problems will solve
themselves simply with the application of new technology and without any need for ethical
considerations or deep change.”19 As the Pope correctly puts, it is a “myth” when one believes
that the ecological problems will go away merely by employing new technologies without
radically changing the way we think. The Pope calls for “deep change” that requires the
transformation in the way we see the earth, neither as the resource we freely exploit and
consume, as a territory we conquer, nor as the object we should subdue. Instead, we must restore

17

Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate (NY: Simon & Schuster Paperbacks,

2014), 3.
18

Ibid., 4.

19

Pope Francis, Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, Inc.,

2015), 60.
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the perspective of recognizing the earth as a complex ecosystem of which humans are members,
of which we participate.
There is a limit to the legal solution as well. Researchers show that the carbon tax based
on the market mechanism has reduced the emission of CO2 only insignificantly. Research on five
northern European countries (first adopters of the carbon tax) demonstrates that the carbon tax
effects are unclear at best. The report says that “the effects of the carbon tax in Denmark,
Sweden and Netherlands are negative (meaning reduced the emission) but not significant…in
Norway…carbon tax actually has not realized its mitigation effects.”20 These cases reveal that
technological and legal advances cannot provide an ultimate solution. Therefore, we need a
radically different way of thinking, an uncompromising shift in all human minds. We cannot
escape this conundrum only by consuming less and utilizing new technologies.
In response to the ecological crisis, people also turn to Native American wisdom, eastern
religions, mysticisms, and other ecologically relevant thoughts to transform their minds.
Although this has more relevance in dealing with the fundamental change, Korean Americans
find it hard to turn to Native American wisdom for ecological metanoia. Instead, we have a
“better” source if “cannot” is too strong an expression. As a Peruvian liberation theologian
Gustavo Gutierrez well states, “we drink from our own well.”21 Therefore, this dissertation turns
to minjung theology and the Dutch reformed theology as KAPC’s own well speaking to the
KAPC audience to change their minds and will. The ecological crisis is global and universal, but
its context and sources must be specific and contextual.

20
Boqiang Lin, Xuehui Li, “The effect of carbon tax on per capita CO2 emissions,” Energy Policy, Volume
39, Issue 9, 2011, Pages 5137-5146, ISSN 0301-4215, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2011.05.050.
21

Gustavo Gutiérrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells: The Spiritual Journey of a People (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1984).
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Terminology
The term ecology was originated from the Greek word Oikos, meaning a house or a
household. Then the word came to include the meaning of economy as human interaction.
Leonardo Boff traced the origin of the term in the late 19th century when it appeared as a
discipline in biology by a German biologist Ernst Haeckel in 1869.22 The discipline has
expanded and now covers a comprehensive study of every living being’s places, networks, and
interactions. This discipline necessarily emphasizes relationality – understanding a part in an
organic relation to the whole.
Eco-theology as a sub-discipline of theology refers to “theology which explicitly argues
on behalf of the value of the environment.”23 Eco-theology deals with Lynn White Jr.’s problem
raised in his article, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”24 White claims that
western Christianity is the main culprit of the contemporary environmental crisis mandating
humans subdue the earth and have dominion over it. As his argument gained popularity,
Christian theologians tried to answer in defense of western Christianity. This dissertation limits
its interest within eco-theology in the modern period – minjung theologians, the Dutch
Reformed, and James M. Gustafson.
Dutch scientists Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer, in 2000, first coined the term
Anthropocene to mean a current geological time interval. Combining two words – the era (-cene)

22

Ernst Haeckel’s (1834-1919) definition of ecology is “the study of the interrelationship of all living and
nonliving systems among themselves and with their environment.” Boff’s definition is “a knowledge of the
relations, interconnections, interdependencies, and exchanges of all with all, at all points, and at all moments.”
Leonardo Boff, Cry of the Poor, Cry of the Earth (New York: Orbis, 1997), 3.
23
24

Panu Pihkala, “Ecological Theology: A Short Guide for Academic Research,” (2014), 1.

Lynn White Jr. “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” Science, New Series, Vol. 155, No. 3767
(Mar. 10, 1967), 1203-1207.
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and humans (Anthropos) – means that human-induced change on earth has such profound
impacts that it can be mean a geological epoch like Holocene and Pleistocene. Although there is
a debate in the term’s usage since it is not yet formally defined by International Commission on
Stratigraphy,25 this new terminology is widely used to refer to human actions for further critical
alteration on the earth system.
Global warming and climate change are often used interchangeably but carry slightly
different meanings. Global warming refers to “the long-term warming of the planet”
scientifically observed since the pre-industrial period.26 By this, scientists usually mean the
human-induced (by burning fossil fuel) increase of the global surface temperature on top of the
natural change. On the other hand, climate change means “a long-term change in the average
weather patterns that have come to define Earth’s local, regional and global climates.”27 It
includes both human-induced global warming and climate change by natural processes – such as
cyclical ocean patterns like El Niño, La Niña, the Pacific decadal oscillation, volcanic activity,
and variations in Earth’s orbit. Thus, although being used interchangeably, global warming is
more frequently used when emphasizing human responsibility.

25

http://quaternary.stratigraphy.org/working-groups/anthropocene/ Anthropocene Working Group (AWG) is
working on it to be scholarly acknowledged. For the definition of Anthropocene, c.f. NATURE article, “Humans
versus Earth: the quest to define the Anthropocene” by Meera Subramanian
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02381-2 (accessed April 1, 2021).
26

NASA, “What’s the difference between climate change and global warming?”
https://climate.nasa.gov/faq/12/whats-the-difference-between-climate-change-and-global-warming/ (accessed April
1, 2021).
27

NASA, “Overview,” https://climate.nasa.gov/resources/global-warming-vs-climate-change/ (accessed
April 1, 2021).
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Unlike many Americans’ thoughts, climate change or global warming is no longer a
topic of scientific disagreement.28 It is not simply a natural phenomenon but a crisis as it
“impacts with significant costs and extraordinary future risks to society and natural systems.”29
Ecological apathy represents an emotional reaction to the ecological crisis, and it nicely
describes Korean American presbyterian churches’ general ethos toward the ecological crisis. A
psychologist and atmospheric researcher, Susanne C. Moser, describes that ecological apathy is a
“leading maladaptive emotional response” to the ecological crisis. She distinguishes it with
“numbness” that comes after we acknowledge the threat. In contrast, apathy is a primary
emotional response that “prevents them even from learning about it [the threat] and having an
informed reaction.”30 As a maladaptive response, it resembles what Naomi Klein refers to
“looking away” strategy.31 Given that there is a short discussion on the ecological crisis in
KAPC, not numbness but apathy seems to be a proper word to describe its ethos.
KAPC (Korean American Presbyterian Church) refers to Korean Presbyterian churches
in the USA. There are similar acronyms like KPCA (Korean Presbyterian Churches in America)
or KAPC as denomination names. However, here in this dissertation, the term KAPC refers to
the collection of individual Korean presbyterian churches in North America. Among 3,375

28
In 2013, about 33% of Americans believe that “there is widespread disagreement among scientists.”
Leiserowitz et al., Climate change in the American mind: Americans’ global warming beliefs and Attitudes (April
2013), 3. http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/files/Climate-Beliefs-April-2013.pdf
29

AAAS, “What we know,” 1. In 2009, a team of health and climate scientists from the World Health
Organization published a paper on Nature that claims global warming had caused around 150,000 deaths per year
and projected the number would be doubled by 2030. c.f. Scientific America, “The Impact of Global Warming on
Human Fatality Rates” (accessed April 1, 2021).
30

https://www.apa.org/science/about/publications/climate-change-booklet.pdf. S. C. Moser & L. Dilling
eds., Creating a climate for change (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
31

Naomi Klein, 4.
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Korean protestant churches in America, KAPC makes up the majority and is conservative
theologically and politically. Although they in the pulpit and public speak out on political
agenda, it is scarce and limited within immigration and education issues. As described above
paragraph, KAPC’s reaction to the current ecological crisis is apathy at best. Since I find two
theological heritages – minjung theology and neo-Calvinism – are crucial in the theological
formation of KAPC, I will examine them separately in chapters two and three.
Minjung theology is a contextual theology that began in 1970s South Korea during its
democratization mood. This theological trend puts minjung (people) at the center of doing
theology. Minjung is a subject of historical change. Pursuing political/economic/social liberation,
minjung theology shows a close relationship with Latin America’s liberation theology. After its
inception by Ahn Byung-Moo and Suh Nam-Dong, the tradition has gone through generational
change – the second in the 80s and the third in the 90s. This contextual theology is criticized that
it could not successfully respond to the current ecological challenge. I argue in chapter two that
one of the reasons is its (most evidently in the second generation) anthropocentric anthropology.
Neo-Calvinism is another theological source for KAPC. This tradition began in the
Netherlands reformed church by a stateman/theologian Abraham Kuyper in the late 19th century
as an anti-Revolution movement against the French revolution’s atheism. It appears to stand in
opposition to minjung theology’s optimism, emphasizing God’s sovereignty and human total
depravity. However, from both Kuyper and minjung theology, I find an imbalanced focus on
human culture. Although Kuyper himself emphasizes the pluriformity and the Holy Spirit’s work
in creation, these emphases are less noted in the tradition than the work of God’s common grace
in human culture, leading the whole creation to its telos.

15
Anthropocentrism is inadequate anthropology that puts humans as the center or the
ultimate criteria of the universe. Pope Francis’ Laudato Si criticizes this view as declaring
humans “independence from reality and behaves with absolute dominion” and elevating humans
“up in place of God and thus ends up provoking a rebellion on the part of nature.”32 In the
meantime, he also warns of the danger of irresponsibility of understanding humans “as simply
one being among others, the product of chance or physical determinism.”33 The problem of
anthropocentrism, Pope claims, is “practical relativism” that relativizes and commodifies all
other things by placing humans at the center and giving absolute priority to them.34
In Ethics from A Theocentric Perspective, James M. Gustafson describes
anthropocentrism as a “human-centered strand” that derives morality from “purely human points
of reference,” asking questions like “what is good for man?” or “what is its value to human
beings?”35 Gustafson quotes Protagoras’ phrase describing the mentality: “Man is the measure
of all things.”36 Pointing out the danger of anthropocentrism in the current ecological crisis has
been repeated in many writings. Gustafson’s theological significance is that he finds this humancenteredness in the broad Reformed tradition – supposedly the most theocentric one. In chapter
three, I will demonstrate that Gustafson’s criticism applies to the Dutch Reformed theologians.
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In contrast to this anthropocentrism, Gustafson proposes theocentric perspective as an
alternative. Gustafson argues that whereas ethics traditionally have paid attention to the benefit
of humans, ethics in theocentric perspective leads us to “where the theos is not the guarantor of
human benefits.”37 The center of our perspective must be something bigger than homo sapience.
In this “enlarged” view, humans are seen not as the ultimate telos or the criteria of the universe
but as unique among animals emphasizing human continuity or relatedness with nature.38 The
ultimate purpose of humans and the whole world is God’s glory, not the good of the human
species. This perspective makes us ask an ethical question “What is God enabling and requiring
us to be or to do?” Gustafson answers, “we are to relate ourselves and all things in a manner
appropriate to their relation to God.”39 I argue in chapter four that Gustafson’s theocentric
perspective is a corrective lens to humans’ anthropocentric perspective by providing balanced
relational anthropology.
Chapter summaries
Although ecologically minded persons would highly value Asian perspectives and
philosophical heritage, the Korean American protestant laypersons and theologians seem
indifferent to the current global climate crisis and the task of creation care. Nor have their
theological/biblical views on nature been developed sufficiently. I see that one of the reasons for
this disinterest lies in their anthropocentric theological views on humans. The Korean American
immigrant churches, taught by traditional and conservative theology, consider humans
disconnected from the rest of creation. In their sermons, humans are treated and emphasized
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almost as the telos of God’s whole creation. They preach the worthlessness of humans before
God but ironically situate humans higher than any other nature. Can we imagine alternative
anthropology that is both humble before God and relational in/to the whole creation? I find this
possibility from James M. Gustafson’s theocentric perspective. This dissertation argues that we
can have a more ecologically adequate perspective when Gustafson’s insight meets with and
becomes a critical hermeneutical lens to the Dutch reformed and minjung theology.
I will first describe an ecologically impoverished reality in Korean American churches
and then find a theological reason from their anthropology. Then I will point out the lack of
balanced anthropology in both the Dutch reformed and minjung theology that would lead to
unhealthy eco-theology. Secondly, I will move to minjung theology to examine its anthropology.
Although its influence is not as broad and apparent as the Dutch reformed tradition in Korean
American churches, its academic influence and significance are noteworthy as a Koreanoriginated theology. Whereas the general criticisms of minjung theology lean toward their
soteriology and ecclesiology, I will focus on its less scrutinized area, i.e., lack of ecological
concern and anthropology. Thirdly, I will read a Dutch reformed systematic theologian Anthony
A. Hoekema’s Created in God’s Image40 for an overview of Reformed anthropology because
this book on Reformed anthropology is widely used as a textbook in Presbyterian seminaries in
South Korea. Abraham Kuyper’s Lectures on Calvinism41 and other texts (speech) will be
critically read to uncover its anthropocentrism and eco-theological possibility. Fourthly, I will
examine James Gustafson’s anthropology, which is humble and balanced, in my opinion.
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Pointing out anthropocentric tendencies even in theologies that emphasize God’s sovereignty,
Gustafson warns his readers against the trend of putting human beings as the telos or the
universe’s criteria. Lastly, I will return to two theology streams to find their heritages we can
mine and revive today. I see great eco-theological potential from the notions such as minjung,
han, God’s sovereignty, appreciation for diversity, and the Holy Spirit’s work in creation. As a
constructive project, I will carefully re-read Kuyper’s original writings and minjung theologians
having these critical concepts in mind to uncover ecologically balanced anthropology for the
Korean American church/theology.
Chapter 2: Eco-theology and Korean American Presbyterian Churches (KAPC)
Chapter one sets the stage by defining eco-theology and its typology to clarify where
KAPC, minjung theology, and neo-Calvinism stand in the spectrum. I will then portray the
current state of the Korean American immigrant churches on social issues, especially on
ecological awareness, by giving accounts of ecological apathy and theological discourse in the
Korean American church/theology context. Lack of social responsibility/participation may come
from the immigrant status. I will examine sociological studies on this population and give
economic/social/political reasons for the apathy. Then I transition to theological reasons. I will
note two significant sources to KAPC – minjung theology and the Dutch reformed for
theological reasons.
Chapter 3: Minjung Theology
After setting up the stage in chapter one, chapter two examines the first theological
source for the liberal and progressive Korean American Christians, minjung theology focusing

on its anthropology. The term minjung,
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often translated as people or the mass, puts people as

the central position of theology and recognizes minjung as the subject of historical
transformation. In the 1970s, minjung theology began during Korean society’s democratization
movement by theologians such as Ahn Byung-Mu and Suh Nam-dong against the military
dictatorship. This tradition has developed through three generations (the 70s, 80s, and 90s).
Minjung theology begins with the experience of the oppressed by the social, economic, and
political established group.
Like liberation theology in Latin America, minjung theology emphasizes the Exodus
event in the Bible and considers people not merely an oppressed mass but also as the subject of
history. Many criticisms have been made to minjung theology to not respond to the changed
context, as the call for democratization in Korean society has been fulfilled in many ways.
Chapter two focuses on minjung theology’s indifference to ecological concerns due to its
anthropocentric anthropology. James M. Gustafson identifies similar failures from liberation
theology. However, liberation theologian Leonardo Boff reconciled liberation theology and ecotheology in his book Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor. I will carefully read his works with
minjung theology that has not presented such an anticipated work yet.
At the end of the chapter, I will briefly mention three concepts or sources that are
ecologically relevant for KAPC – the cosmic concept of the minjung, priest of han, and minjung
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ontology. These three will be discussed with Gustafson’s three ecological insights, which I will
discover in chapter four.
Chapter 4: Neo-Calvinism
Chapter three critically examines the second theological source of KAPC, the Dutch
Reformed tradition. In the first volume of Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, Gustafson
discloses anthropocentric tendency in broader Reformed tradition – Calvin, Edwards, Barth, and
Niebuhr.43 In my opinion, Gustafson’s criticism applies to the Dutch reformed tradition as well,
especially its pioneer Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), who was a theologian and a statesman in
the Netherlands. His famous statement goes like this: “There is not a single inch of the whole
terrain of our human existence over which Christ ... does not proclaim, ‘Mine!’”44 This famous
slogan summarized his whole theology of God’s sovereignty, proclaiming God’s lordship in all
spheres of life.
However, when he unfolded this idea, the emphasis on lordship remained massively in
the realm of culture – state, church, and school. Neither he nor his followers expanded the scope
of the sovereignty of God to the whole creation. I will critically read Kuyper and his
anthropocentric anthropology and lack of attention for nonhuman creation. This chapter will read
Abraham Kuyper’s Lectures on Calvinism and Anthony Hoekema’s Created in God’s Image to
sketch the Reformed anthropology. I will argue that its theological anthropology needs a more
balanced perspective for a Korean American Christian eco-theological ethics. Chapter three will
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also be a preparatory work for chapter five, where I will revisit Kuyper to argue his legitimacy to
ignite ecological concerns to the Korean American churches.
I will note three theological sources again - steward, contraction and enlargement, and
sphere sovereignty from neo-Calvinism. These concepts will be discussed, along with minjung
theology’s three sources – with Gustafson’s insights.
Chapter 5: James M. Gustafson’s Theocentric Perspective
Chapter four argues that, unlike minjung and Kuyperian anthropology, Gustafson’s
anthropology situates humans in a humble and adequate place in the whole creation. This, I
believe, can be a unique foundation for responsible Christian ecological ethics. Of course,
focusing on Gustafson’s anthropology needs a justification because it seems that he was
vigorously against the anthropocentric tendency in theologies; it may sound ironic to focus on his
view of humans.
However, he warned against our tendency to put humans as the center/criteria of the
universe, not anthropology itself. A perspective of humans is unavoidable. One more thing needs
to be said about his anthropology. In Theological Anthropology, Marc Cortez defines theological
anthropology as a view that presupposes human beings can only be fully understood when seen
theologically.45 Gustafson’s anthropology is not theological anthropology, according to such a
narrow definition. Gustafson does not have that high view on theology. He considers humans as
an intersection of various fields of study. His anthropology is theological only because he
elaborates his outlook on humans about God.
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This chapter will draw three ecologically relevant systematic theological concepts from
Gustafson – ontology (moderate foundationalism), ‘participant’ anthropology, enlargement as
salvation. These three insights will throw questions to minjung and neo-Calvinism to imagine the
eco-theology of KAPC.
Chapter 6: Imagining an Eco-Theology for KAPC
The last chapter of the dissertation will be constructive. After critically exploring the
Dutch reformed and minjung theology and discussing it with Gustafson’s theocentric
perspective, it is time to take on an ecologically constructive task for the Korean American
churches by scrutinizing the two sources – the Dutch reformed and minjung theology. As it is
argued in chapter three, both Kuyper and minjung theology need more ecologically balanced
anthropology. Gustafson is a great source and conversation partner for this project. Now I want
to re-read and revive valuable resources from both traditions without underestimating the
anthropocentric drive/emphasis in their theologies.
For the methodology, I will put three insights of Gustafson in conversation with minjung
theology and neo-Calvinism. For example, do Gustafson’s ontology cohere with or differ from a
reformed ontology? If so, how do they contribute to building KAPC eco-theology? Three
insights from Gustafson I find ecologically relevant are ontology, anthropology, and soteriology.
Although not precisely fit with them, I also find similar or related concepts or sources from
minjung theology and the Dutch-Reformed, as I stated above. My purpose in putting them in
conversation is not to pigeonhole them but to see similarities and differences and see how they
enable or enhance each other ecologically balanced theology for KAPC.
From Kuyper, I will reexamine the sovereignty of God, Sphere Sovereignty, his
appreciation for pluriformity in creation, and the Holy Spirit’s work in creation. I suppose that
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these are elements that could balance his anthropocentric tendency. Here, a Reformed theologian
Vincent Bacote who emphasized the Spirit’s role in creation, will guide. From minjung theology,
I will carefully re-read and expand the meanings of minjung and han. Both terms are so critical
in the tradition that without which minjung theology cannot be built. I understand that minjung
and han have been defined so narrowly that they cannot speak to the current global ecological
crisis. However, Ahn saw minjung not only the people or the masses but the life itself or the
source of life. I find a hint from this for a better minjung theological anthropology, humans in
creation.

CHAPTER II
ECO-THEOLOGY AND KOREAN AMERICAN PRESBYTERIAN CHURCHES
This chapter introduces two main themes of my dissertation – Korean American
Presbyterian Church (KAPC hereafter) and eco-theology. First, I will start by presenting
definitions and the types of eco-theology. Then, I will illustrate a demographic contour of KAPC
utilizing sociological research for Korean Americans. After pointing out the ecologically
impoverished reality of KAPC, I will ponder the possible reasons for its ecological apathy, both
social and theological.
Unfortunately, as an ethnic/religious immigrant group in North America, there has not
been a broad sociological study on Korean American Presbyterian Christians. To identify
KAPC’s sociological roots of ecological apathy, I will utilize a more general concept of social
responsibility/engagement of Korean Americans, assuming KAPC as a subgroup of Korean
Americans would share some essential characteristics. Through this sociological research, I
argue that KAPC has historically failed to engage its faith in public, and it is most evident in
environmental crisis. After discussing socio/political/demographical reasons, I will point out the
theological reasons. There are two main streams in KAPC theology – minjung theology and the
Dutch Reformed tradition in terms of theological sources. A critical look at each tradition will be
done in chapters two and three, respectively.
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What is eco-theology?
Here I will elaborate on definitions of ecology and eco-theology – Leonardo Boff, Ernst
M. Conradie, and Celia Deane-Drummond, respectively. Leonardo Boff in Cry of the Earth, Cry
of the Poor finds Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919) as the origin of the term ecology and defines it as “a
knowledge of the relations, interconnections, interdependencies, and exchanges of all with all, at
all points, and at all moments.”1 Boff explains that ecology is a sub-discipline of biology that
developed its interest in the whole earth system, not only an individual species or nonhuman
nature.2
The emphasis on the whole system naturally leads to criticisms of anthropocentrism for
the current environmental destruction. Anthropocentrism considers humans as a master over
nature which is regarded as neither have inherent value nor autonomy.3 In line with Boff’s
critique on anthropocentrism, Carolyn Merchant argues that the 15th and 17th century industrial
revolution, capitalism, and scientific revolution regarded nature as a machine that can be
exploited indefinitely.4 Instead, the ecological perspective would see things differently – “all is
related to all at all points and at all times.”5 In this perspective, humans have a new position,
“not outside or above [nature]” but within the creation.6 By the term ecology, Boff emphasizes
connectedness, dependency, and communication.
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A South African protestant eco-theologian, Ernst M. Conradie, defines ecological
theology or eco-theology as “an attempt to retrieve the ecological wisdom in Christianity as a
response to environmental threats and injustices.”7 In another place, Conradie gives a more
extended definition of eco-theology:
an attempt to retrieve the ecological wisdom embedded in the Christian tradition as a
response to environmental threats and injustices. At the same time, it is an attempt to
reinvestigate, rediscover and renew the Christian tradition in the light of the challenges
posed by the environmental crisis.8
In both definitions, Conradie sees eco-theology as a conversation between ecology and
theology. The context of ecological crisis throws a question, and the theology answers. Conradie
is emphasizing the need to retrieve old wisdom in Christianity to respond to the environmental
crisis. These definitions commonly recognize the “relatedness” between God, humans, and
nature and the importance of seeing humans within nature.
In her introductory and constructive book, Eco-theology, Celia Deane-Drummond sorts
out the trends of eco-theology geographically to understand the broader picture – the North,
South, West, and East.9 Summarizing them will help understand where minjung theology and
the Dutch reformed theology lie in this broader terrain of eco-theology.
First, the North model includes Land Ethics, Deep Ecology, and Creation Spirituality in
the northern hemisphere. Aldo Leopold (1887-1948) started the land ethics (1887-1948)
regarding the land as more than the depot providing a natural resource to humans. He argues the
need to expand the ethical concern to every type of life and the land, saying, “a thing is right
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when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong
when it tends otherwise.”10 Deane-Drummond evaluates Leopold’s position as having the
danger of the naturalist fallacy that confuses “is” and “ought.”11
The holism of Land Ethic was inherited by Norwegian philosopher Arne Næss who first
used the term “deep ecology” in 1973.12 Næss contrasts the deep with the shallow ecology that
focuses on the benefit of humans and limits interest in the deprivation of resources and pollution.
Deep ecology, instead, goes deeper into the whole biospheric community. It “has deeper
concern, which touch upon principles of diversity, complexity, autonomy, decentralization,
symbiosis, egalitarianism, and classlessness,” Næss argues.13 It even has a danger of leading to
eco-fascism (like an organization Environmental Fund in the 1970s), being indifferent to the
poor, imperialistic, and patriarchal.14
Second, in Deane-Drummond’s expression, the South is where ecology meets the
struggle for justice and the cry of the poor. Representatives are Leonardo Boff, Sean
McDonough, and Latin American indigenous wisdom. A Brazilian eco-liberation theologian
Boff connects liberation theology and eco-theology, saying that the cries of the poor and the
earth are inseparable.15 Nature has a cosmic right as humans have rights. The preferential option
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for the poor in the liberation theology must be expanded to the impoverished creation, Boff
maintains. Thus, a moral imperative is to widen “the meaning of the option for the poor to
include an option for the most threatened of other beings and species.”16 The earth community,
including humans and nature, must be liberated by the oppressive social structure,
anthropocentrism, androcentrism. A more detailed discussion on this model will be given in
chapter two while discussing the eco-theology of Leonardo Boff.
Third, the East model refers to eco-theology that emerges from Eastern Orthodox
tradition. Deane-Drummond considers this model complementing the emphasis on God’s
transcendence with acknowledging the ongoing participation of all creation in God.17 John
Zizioulas, for example, emphasizes the liturgical dimension of creation, not as a theater of God’s
revelation but as a participant in God’s presence. Nonhuman creation in this model is described
as playing even a leading role in giving God praises. She notes The Apostolic Tradition of
Hippolytus that urges Christians to praise with the stars, the forests, and the waters. This
exhortation sounds like St. Francis of Assisi when it describes nonhuman creation and the
humans worshiping the Creator together. Let us compare two urges:
Every creature made by Thee offers Thee thanks. The angels offer Thee a hymn; the
heavens, a star; the Magi, gifts; the shepherds, their wonder; the earth, its cave, the
wilderness, the manger; and we offer Thee a Virgin Mother.18
[St. Francis of Assisi] communed with all creation, even preaching to the flowers,
inviting them “to praise the Lord, just as if they were endowed with reason.” His
response to the world around him was so much more than intellectual appreciation or
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economic calculus, for to him each and every creature was a sister united to him by
bonds of affection.19
In addition to the affinity to St. Francis, the East model shows similarity with minjung
theology when it envisions humans as priests of creation. Zizioulas considers humans as standing
between the creation and God as the link, which embodies nature’s physicality in the body and
offers a creation to God.20 In contrast to Zizioulas, Deane-Drummond presents a different
understanding of humans from the contemporary Orthodox writings, Elizabeth Theokritoff, who
argues that praising God does not require human existence as the link or the priest of creation.
Although Theokritoff sounds more faithful to the above quote of The Festal Menaion,
considering the real world might suggest a different perspective. Of course, nonhuman nature
may praise God without human aid. However, it is also true that nature has been exploited by
humans without making its voice heard. Then, there is a need for someone who speaks for its
rights to be protected. Given this reality, Zizioulas’s the link or the priest of creation sounds more
proper protecting nature. Again, this point has something to do with minjung theology’s
anthropology as a priest of han, who speaks for the oppressed people, about which I will
elaborate in chapter five.
Lastly, in the West model, Deane-Drummond focuses on the writers who deal with
socio-political issues such as social ecology as a socialist critique on capitalism.21 Murray
Bookchin, who pioneered social ecology, represents this stream of thought, arguing that
capitalist society treats nature as a resource to exploit for our capital gain by commodifying it.
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Specifically, Bookchin problematizes the hierarchical social structure that gives “rise to the idea
of domination over the natural realm as a deliberate, purposive act.”22 He also critiques deep
ecologists for being too eco-centric, indifferent to poverty, neglect of socio-structural aspects.
Minjung theology in this spectrum appears to be closest to the South model as it shows
affinity to liberation theology focusing on the liberation of minjung from political/economic
oppression through releasing the deep emotion, han.23 What must be noted in this, as DeaneDrummond articulates, liberation and ecology must not put on opposite ends; they are
complementary. A similar insight is found in minjung theology, especially in first-generation
minjung theologians such Ahn Byung-Moo and Suh Nam-Dong. Also, Boff’s expanded meaning
of the poor is similarly found in minjung theology, i.e., minjung including nature.
The Dutch reformed tradition is originated in Northern Europe, and it has developed in
North America. Although its initiator Abraham Kuyper paid significant attention to ‘de kleine
luyden’ or ‘the little people,’ it does not carry Marxist implications found in the poor or minjung.
The tradition is also distinguished from the North’s land ethics or deep ecology. According to
Arne Næss’s distinction of the deep and the shallow ecology, the Dutch reformed theology
sounds closer to the latter, the shallow. It also does not cohere with the West’s social-ecology
discussion found in Bookchin. The liturgy theology and the emphasis on the human role in the
East cohere with Kuyperian eco-theology by putting humans in the mediating position between
God and creation, as priest or steward of creation.
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Therefore, the geographical position of KAPC’s eco-theology, found in DeaneDrummond’s typology, can be said to carry the South’s interest in liberation and the East’s
interest in mediating anthropology. However, this section does not intend to confine KAPC’s
eco-theology within these categories. There must be many other ecological emphasis or insights
in KAPC crossing the typologies. By elaborating on the typologies, I only intend to see what
characteristics KAPC has and what its sources are to develop. In other words, this typology
provides us a tool to map minjung theology and the Dutch reformed theology in a broader
discipline of ecology. The next question is what KAPC is and what political, economic, social,
and theological characteristics this group has.
KAPC (Korean American Presbyterian Churches)
This section first looks at the formation history of Korean Americans as an immigrant
group that has begun in 1905, significantly concretized through the sa-i-gu event (or Los
Angeles riot) in 1992. After describing the face of KAPC, I will try to discover the roots of their
ecological apathy, both socio-economical and theological.
Who are the Korean Americans? In The making of Korean American, an Asian
American historian, Erika Lee, dates the first Korean immigration to the United States back to
1902 - 1905, when over 7,400 Korean laborers left Incheon port to Hawai’i.24 Among them,
over 1,000 Koreans left Hawai’i to the continental U.S. until 1907 to find better living
conditions. Both in Hawai’i and the continental U.S., they identified themselves as ‘conquered
people’ who had no country to return to because Japan had annexed the Korean peninsula in
1910. Protestant churches in the U.S. became the center of building nationalism and forming
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independent movements against Japanese colonialism. They supported the Korean independent
movement from abroad financially and lobbied the U.S. politicians. Korean Americans grew in
numbers as cheap labor was needed in the U.S until the influx of Korean immigrants was on hold
during the second world war due to the anti-immigration mood.
The passage of the Immigration and National Act, signed by then-President Lyndon B.
Johnson, in 1965 considerably changed the face of the immigrants by eliminating the national
origins quota system that existed since the 1920s. After the Act’s implementation, immigrants
from Asian and Latin American countries became major. Accordingly, the number of Korean
immigrants grew exponentially between 1965 and 2009, adding about 1 million Koreans to the
United States during this time.25
Their religious affiliation had been primarily Christian (both protestant and Catholic).
Part of the reason was the exponential growth in the number of Korean protestant churches in
America. Sharon Kim reports, “By 2001, there were 3,375 Korean churches in the United States
listed in The Korean Church Directory in America. In Los Angeles alone, there are over 1,000
Korean churches, and eight of them are megachurches with an average attendance exceeding
3,000 members.”26 She also notes the high percentage of Christian populations (and church
participation) among Korean immigrants: “Among post-1965 immigrants, Koreans demonstrate
the highest percentage of Protestant affiliation—studies show that over 70 percent of Koreans
attend church weekly.”27
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How, then, this heavily religious ethnic group that once experienced the loss of their
homeland formed its identity as an ethnic minority in the United States? It usually takes a long
time to form an ethnic identity. On some occasions, however, historical events that happened in a
short time can be definitive in group identity formation. When a group collectively experiences
significant events, especially when the event is traumatic, the group’s identity must be radically
changed or formed. 9/11 to Americans, Boston Marathon Bombing to Bostonians, Sewol ferry
sink in 2014 and the following presidential impeachment in 2016 to South Koreans are such
historical events.
A Korean American sociologist, Rose M. Kim, defines the 1992 Los Angeles riot and the
following media coverage as a traumatic event that formed Korean American racial identity. The
beginning of the story was the tension/conflict between the Black and White. The riot was
triggered by the acquittal of four white police officers who beat an African American motorist
Rodney King. The jury consists of 10 Whites, 1 Latin, 1 Asian, issued a verdict of not guilty to
four white police officers on April 29, 1992. African Americans’ first reaction to white police
officers was marching to the court, but they immediately changed target to Korean small
business owners in Los Angeles, Korean town. Korean Americans were recognized as greedy
small business owners who earned money in black neighborhoods but were never hospitable to
public eyes and the media. For six days, 53 were killed, 2,300 injured, and nearly a billion
dollars of property was damaged in South Central and Koreatown in Los Angeles. $350 million
damage was done to Korean-owned property, and this consists of around 55% of all damages
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The number is disproportionate, considering the Korean Americans made

up only 1.6% of the city population.
Although the riot was confined in the Los Angeles area and primarily targeted small
business owners, the whole event and the media coverage so impacted broader Korean American
society across the U.S. that it formed Korean American racial identity. This population was
depicted as “violent and greedy foreigners” who deserved such brutality. Kim argues that “this
media-event led to a shift in the collective consciousness of Korean Americans from an identity
rooted in nationality to an identity incorporating race and forged in violence.”29 The “social
violence and cultural trauma” made Koran-American identity a minority ethnic group with less
emphasis on nationality and more on experiencing the social violence, suffering from the broader
society in which they lived.
Han is best to describe this cultural and collective traumatic event and a Korean
American collective identity. According to Korean minjung theologian Ahn Byung-Moo, han is
“a deep feeling caused by sustained experience of injustice and is considered one of the
characteristic emotions of the Korean people.”30 There was no police force for the first few days
of the riot, and Korean Americans had to protect themselves with guns. It gave them a sense of
abandonment expressed with statements like, “where is the police?” or the police officers “were
guarding Japanese town and Beverly hills.”31 Therefore, the tragedy was not collateral damage

28

Chang, Edward Taehan. 2004.“As Los Angeles Burned, Korean America was Born” in Amerasia
Journal 30 (1): vii–ix. Abelmann, Nancy, and John Lie Blue Dreams: Korean Americans and the Los Angeles Riots.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press 1995.
29

Rose M. Kim (2012) Violence and trauma as constitutive elements in Korean American racial identity
formation: the 1992 L.A. riots/insurrection/saigu in Ethnic and Racial Studies, 35:11, 1999-2018, p, 2001.
30

Ahn, Stories of Minjung Theology (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2019), 10. footnote 14. More about the concept
han and its essential status in minjung theology will be discussed in chapter two.

35
done to this minority group during the Black/White conflict, but a structural injustice Korean
Americans experienced as a group that does not have proper state protection, abandoned by
society and the media.
Although this identity formation had been done to the broader Korean American
populations, KAPC has gone through the same process as it consists of more than 30% of
Korean Americans.32 Also, it is hard to isolate KAPC individuals from Korean Americans.
Therefore, it is crucial, to begin with, this han event to know who the KAPC is.
Religion, as well as social events, has been a significant factor in making the face of
Korean immigrants. For Korean American immigrants, church means more than a religious
institution. It is the first place where they get helps while adjusting to the foreign land, meet
people to marry, educate their second generations, and maintain Korean cultural identities.
Including these social functions (or secular functions), churches do pretty much everything for
the Korean American community. It plays a central role in their lives.33
Korean Americans are more Christian than their peer in South Korea. A much higher rate
of Korean Americans goes to church. Min Pyung-Gap, in his 1992 article, observes the
differences in the number of Christians in South Korea and the United States. While the
Christian population was around 20% in South Korea, approximately 50% of those who
immigrated to the States were Christians. Once they arrived in the U.S., the number went up to
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70%. Min observes that the social functions of Korean American churches have contributed to
the high Christian rate.34
Min categorizes the four social functions of Korean American churches from the
interview with 131 Korean American ministers in the New York City area.35 First is providing
fellowship for Korean immigrants. Second is maintaining the Korean cultural traditions. Third is
providing social service for church members and the Korean community. And fourth is providing
social status and social positions for adult immigrants.
I hypothesize that these social functions of New York Korean American Churches are
not different from across the States because the social need for Korean immigrants must be much
the same regardless of their residency. I also suppose that acknowledging these social functions
does not negate the religious role of the Korean American churches.
The high rate of Christian continued in more recent research in 2014. Son Min-Hee says,
“Nearly three-quarters (71%) of Korean Americans living in the United States identify
themselves as Christian (61% Protestant and 10% Catholic), while 6% identify as Buddhist and
23% identify as unaffiliated.”36 Son continues, “In South Korea, less than a third (29%) identify
themselves as Christian, 23% as Buddhist, 46% as unaffiliated, and 2% as other religion.”37
Regarding this discrepancy, Son comes to the same conclusion as Min. “These numbers make a
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compelling statement about the central role of religion (and, in particular, the Christian church)
in the everyday lives of Korean immigrants in the United States, and in the Korean immigrant
community at large.”38
Hurh and Kim also find the central role of the Christian churches among Korean
Americans. “In general, regardless of the length of residence, sex, age, education, economic
status, or socio-cultural assimilation, church participation was found to be a way of life among
Korean immigrants in the U.S.”39 The time they devote, the help they get, the identity they form
from the church make it their way of life. Thus, from these pieces of research, we can observe
and conclude that the Christian population among Korean Americans from 1992 to 2014
remained significantly high due to the social functions of the Christian churches.
Thus far, I have examined the identity of Korean Americans that have been formed
through their han experience in the 1992 Los Angeles riots and their high Christian rate. Now I
will discuss two social factors that may have contributed to Korean Americans’ ecological
apathy – the myth of model minority and the impact of neoliberalism on this minority group.
A model minority is a myth about Asian Americans in general.40 This theory is
erroneous when it tells the Asian Americans have overcome racial discrimination and achieved a
certain economic success, unlike other immigrant groups, often compared to African Americans.
Portraying Asian Americans as a model minority implies American society as a fair playground
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where any minority group can succeed if they follow the Asian model. Nevertheless, it is an
erroneous and problematic “myth” because Asian Americans’ experience is not monolithic.
Moreover, economic success is not a complete solution for the racial struggle minorities have. It
necessarily masks the structural and systemic barriers Asian Americans and other minority
groups face.
Not only does this myth contribute to political indifference in general, but it also is
responsible for Korean American’s ecological apathy. For example, since the model minority
myth considers Asian Americans highly educated, the National Science Foundation (NSF) that
funds ecological studies does not consider Asian Americans to be underrepresented minorities.
That, in return, discourages Asian Americans from participating in the field and leadership role in
ecological studies.41
The second social factor that may have contributed to Korean Americans’ ecological
apathy is neoliberalism.42 From being devastated by the Korean War that ended in 1953, the
South Korean economy has progressed since the 1960s by government-led development projects.
Unfortunately, since the 1970s, it had been in crisis by global stagflation. In response, thenpresident Jeon Doo-Hwan sought import liberalization and autonomy of foreign exchange
control as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank suggested. Since the
1990s, South Korea has sought the globalization of the financial market.
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However, during the financial crisis in the late 1990s, major companies in South Korea
were bankrupted for excessive investment and the shortages of foreign currency.43 The
government asked for a bailout from IMF and accepted its neo-liberal policies, including
reducing government spending, increasing labor market flexibility, privatizing public
corporations, and guaranteeing complete freedom in the financial market.44 It was the beginning
of neoliberalism in South Korea.
According to a Marxist geographer David Harvey,
Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by
strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade.45
Harvie argues that by putting human well-being as the top priority of all human
activities, this economic theory brings out the adverse consequence to the nonhuman natural
environment. Nonhuman nature is seen as something we can freely exploit and can be replaced
with other technological development when the resource is used up. The theory, clearly seen in
its definition, is human-centric by putting individual freedom and advancement as the ultimate
purpose. Neoliberal policies replace ethics of social solidarity such as human rights, democracy,
and the natural environment.46
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Harvie also notes the injustice this policy would bring, claiming that neoliberalism’s
accomplishment is not by creating wealth but “accumulation by dispossession.”47 This has
caused economic polarization and commercialized humans and the nonhuman nature. Neoliberal
economists would say that the exploitation of the earth for economic progress is justifiable. They
continue that the natural resource is virtually unlimited, and humans can always find an alternate
source.
This political and economic theory significantly impacted South Korea in 1997 when the
country was in an economic crisis.48 Although South Korean people successfully overcame the
IMF era, the negative impact of neoliberalism became apparent too. Cho Yong-Ho lists the result
of neo-liberalism in South Korea as the socio-economic polarization, degradation of the life
quality, and inequality of wealth. Cho also claims that the Korean government’s response
remained superficial in terms of environmental protection.
A good example is the “Four Major Rivers Project,” a river restoration project to utilize
the water resources by widening and deepening the major rivers across South Korea. After the
project’s inception in 2008, it is now evaluated to fail to achieve its intended purposes.49 Far
from its ambitious goal of restoration, the project considered rivers only as canals, tour sites, or
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water resources without taking the ecosystems around the rivers into account.
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Choi Byung-

Doo sees this project as neoliberalism in concrete.
Neoliberalism has a similar impact on Korean Americans and their ecological apathy.
Although they live across the pacific and live as Americans in many cases, their unit of social
protection continues to be a family or religious organization. Personal achievement is regarded as
the most important, and individual freedom is worthier than government protection or
intervention. This mindset is engraved in the Korean American mind through the Los Angeles
riot when the U.S. government has failed to protect this minority group.51 Thus, the adverse
consequence of neoliberalism on the environment in South Korea has contributed to Korean
Americans as well.
In addition to these sociological reasons, I find that there are theological reasons –
fundamentalism and otherworldly soteriology. Anthropocentrism, which I think the primary
reason for ecological apathy found in both minjung theology and the Dutch-reformed theology,
will be discussed in chapters two and three. Therefore, here I only discuss two theological trends
found on the conservative side of KAPC.
As I alluded to in the Introduction, KAPC has two different theological orientations as its
sources – minjung theology as liberal and socially involving; the Dutch reformed as conservative
and beware of secular culture. The latter side of KAPC is based on several fundamental beliefs –
such as holding onto the infallibility of Scripture, the virgin birth of Jesus, Christ’s death for
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atonement for sin, bodily resurrection of Jesus, and the second coming of Jesus.
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Among them,

primarily its soteriology focuses narrowly/exclusively on the salvation of the human soul while
seeing the current physical world as sinful and non-divine.53
KAPC identifies itself as in line with protestant evangelicalism, emphasizing that it
adheres to the cause of spreading the gospel, ευαγγέλιο. An evangelical theologian Alister
McGrath suggests the origin of the term “evangelical” as it is now used from the formation of the
National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) in the United States in 1942; this group chose the
term to differentiate itself from the fundamentalists.54 As defined by church historian George
Marsden, American fundamentalism is a “loose, diverse, and changing federation of cobelligerents united by their fierce opposition to modernist attempts to bring Christianity into line
with modern thought.”55 Opposing liberal theology and modernism, fundamentalists try to
protect the conservative or fundamental causes of Christianity while remaining disinterested in
social issues because of their opposing view against the secular culture and physical world.
McGrath recognizes evangelicalism as holding onto these six convictions:
First, the supreme authority of Scripture as a source of knowledge of God and a guide to
Christian living
Second, the majesty of Jesus Christ, both as incarnate God and Lord and as the Savior of
sinful humanity
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Third, the lordship of the Holy Spirit
Fourth, the need for personal conversion
Fifth, the priority of evangelism for both individual Christians and the church as a whole
Sixth, the importance of the Christian community for spiritual nourishment, fellowship,
and growth56
The fourth point, “the need for personal conversion,” means that evangelicalism
understands salvation exclusively for individual persons. First, it is individualistic that one’s
personal confession of faith is essential in the experience of conversion. No one can vicariously
confess the faith in Jesus for others. In evangelicalism, there is no such thing as being saved by
simply remaining in a church member or a group. Regardless of the theological soundness of the
conviction, this individualistic understanding of salvation weakens the sense of membership and
responsibility for others. Second, it is very personal that it exclusively focuses on human
salvation. Nonhuman creation is hardly included in the picture of salvation. Only secondarily,
nature finds its place in the history of salvation, functioning as the theatre of God’s revelation.
In addition to these individualistic and personal aspects, evangelical soteriology
demonstrates otherworldly tendency. The evangelical understanding of salvation often means
entering the kingdom that comes after the end of the world we live in. This afterlife is depicted
as something that will ultimately disappear, as having less worth than the eternal kingdom we
ender individually after the death of the physical body. In Richard Niebuhr’s typology,
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evangelicalism, of which KAPC is a part demonstrates close affinity to the “Christ Against the
Culture” model bringing about the indifference to the wellbeing or transformation of the world.57
Conradie also warns of the possible adverse effect of soteriology in “some confessional
traditions” in focusing on the salvation of human beings, whereas considering the nonhuman
nature as having no relevance or only indirect importance to human salvation. In this, salvation is
understood as “salvation from the earth.”58 Pursuing the afterlife, the earth, on which we depend
our existence, is described as a place from which we escape. KAPC shares this soteriology in
emphasizing individual conversion, envisioning salvation for some (elected) individuals, and
holding on to the otherworldly understanding of the kingdom of God. Thus, in its theologically
conservative side, KAPC displays the tendency or ecological apathy to be silent in social issues
and ecological problems.
Of course, Korean presbyterian ecological apathy does not necessarily make the Dutch
reformed theology altogether anthropocentric and dismissing nonhuman creation. As chapters
three and five will discuss more, there is ecological heritage in the reformed theology that needs
to be rediscovered. John Calvin talks about the importance of nature, acknowledging creation as
“the theater of God’s glory” and “the witnesses and messengers of God’s glory.”59 A reformed
theologian John Frame notices the covenantal lordship of God as a distinct feature of reformed
theology, saying the scope of God’s lordship reaches not only human life but also every creature
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linked covenantal with God. However, it is also apparent that KAPC, seen in its fundamentalistic
side, has theological roots of ecological apathy, its otherworldly soteriology.
Conclusion
This chapter tried to describe the face of KAPC through sociological research. Also, the
historical, sociological, and religious roots for its ecological apathy were discussed. Through
this, I intended to reveal that there are both sociological and theological reasons for apathy. At
the end of the chapter, I highlighted its fundamentalistic otherworldly soteriology and
individualism as possible theological roots. However, KAPC consists not only of conservatives
but also the liberals as its theological influence. Thus, the next chapter will examine two
theological sources of KAPC – minjung theology and the Dutch reformed theology focusing on
their anthropocentric perspectives.

CHAPTER III
MINJUNG THEOLOGY
In chapter one, I explored the identity and traits of Korean American Protestant
Churches (KAPC). Also, I surveyed the reasons for their disinterest in the current ecological
crisis. Of course, there are social, economic, and political reasons for such apathy. However, I
narrowed down my focus to examine a theological basis – anthropocentric anthropology. To do
so, I identified two major theological streams that have widely influenced the formation of
Korean American protestant theology – minjung theology and the Dutch Reformed theology
(Neo-Calvinism). After this analysis stage, I took on a theological evaluation using James M.
Gustafson’s robust critique of anthropocentrism. I claimed that both traditions are profoundly
anthropocentric in their understanding of the human. This and the next chapter will delve into
these traditions individually – their anthropocentrism and its ecological implications – in a more
detailed manner.
Minjung theology and the Dutch Reformed theology in their theological starting points
are almost antipodes. Whereas minjung theology recognizes the oppressed people as the subject
of history, the Dutch Reformed emphasizes the absolute sovereignty of God over everything and
puts less emphasis on the nature of humanity. The total depravity of man, a key tenant of Dutch
Reformed theology, is a significant reason for their emphasis on the sovereignty of God.1
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However, from James M. Gustafson’s perspective, both traditions are anthropocentric to their
core moral teachings. As I will demonstrate in the next chapter, the development of the Dutch
Reformed theology has rarely given ethical attention outside the realm of human society and
culture.
In the case of minjung theology, it seems natural to assess it as anthropocentric bias, for
the name itself refers to “the people.” It may sound as simple as that; however, explicating
“how” a particular theology is anthropocentric and “what” are the implications of this theological
orientation requires an entire chapter.2 This chapter will check out minjung theology (focusing
on its anthropology), a treasured theological source for liberal and progressive Korean American
Protestants.
Minjung theology is a contextual theology that began in South Korea during the 1960s
and the 1970s, the era of fast economic growth and the political democratization movement. The
theology was initiated by theologians who studied abroad in the early 20th century: Ahn ByungMu (1922-1996), Suh Nam-Dong (1918-1984), and Hyun Young-Hak (1921-2004), to name a
few.3 This theology begins with the experience of the people who had been oppressed by
socially, economically, and politically established elite groups. If the problem is oppression, the
solution is liberation from it.

2

The first chapter focused on each theological tradition in their relations to the Korean American Protestant
Churches. This chapter and the next chapter will focus on the traditions as their own. Through this process, I will
carefully read from the traditions their anthropologies, eco-theologically relevant ideas, and the sources worth
reviving.
3

Family names come first in Korean names. I did not Anglicize their names by putting their family names
last. However, I followed English in cases of Korean American theologians. For example, Ahn is the family name
for Ahn Byung-Mu, while Park is the family name for Andrew Sung Park.

48
Like liberation theology in Latin America, minjung theology emphasizes the Exodus
event from the Hebrew Bible. It acknowledges the people, not merely as a passive oppressed
group, but as the subject of history who have agency and the revolutionary potential for change.
The tradition puts minjung at the center of theology and recognizes them as the subject of
historical transformation and liberation. The term minjung can be roughly translated into English
as “the people,” “the grassroots,” or “the mass.” Within the tradition, the term “has a strong
connotation of ordinary people as distinct from elite groups and the ruling class.” Furthermore,
“drawing on this, minjung theologians define minjung as the poor, oppressed and deprived
people as opposed to the rich and powerful.”4
The historical description of minjung theology supports my argument that the firstgeneration ecological insights have been lost in the second and the third-generation minjung
theologians. After briefly narrating the history of minjung theology, I will examine liberation
theology and its ecological turn. Although it does not seem to be the best candidates for ecotheology5, Brazilian liberation theologian Leonardo Boff took on uniting liberation theology and
eco-theology in his book Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor.6 Boff makes it clear that his
intention is “to connect the cry of the oppressed with the cry of the Earth.”7 Reading these
traditions together, I hope to show the failure of minjung theology and how minjung theology can
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follow liberation theology and become a relevant theological heritage in the current ecological
crisis.
There are two reasons for examining minjung theology. First, it has had a significant
influence on the Korean Presbyterian Church in America. Second, both minjung theology and
liberation theology represent two seemingly competing values: economic development and care
for creation. Let me briefly sketch three scenes that show such a rivalry.
Scene 1: In his acclaimed documentary An Inconvenient Sequel: Truth to Power, a
former vice-president of the United States, Al Gore, has a meeting with India’s prime minister
Narendra Modi to encourage him to sign onto the Paris Climate Accord to reduce CO₂ emission.
Modi says India will reduce its CO₂ emission around 150 years later, after achieving economic
development like the developed countries. Gore was finally able to bring out his agreement to the
document; however, the prime minister’s argument captures how the developing countries view
this climate crisis. India is now a top third CO₂ emitting country, following China and the United
States. Modi’s argument represents the general understandings of developing countries that the
carbon emission by burning fossil fuels is imperative to get them out of poverty, and the care for
creation needs to wait. Although it has some value; however, this type of thinking is limited
considering development, and environmental care is a rivalry.
Scene 2: An environmental analyst Lester Brown’s documentary Saving Civilization
Plan B 3.0 portrays a similar scene. During his trip to Asian countries, Brown is sitting down for
a Chinese Television interview. The Chinese moderator of the show throws the question of
“whose role is it to help with environmental protection?” She does not seem to be satisfied with
Brown’s answer, “we are all in this together” and “everyone’s responsibility,” and doggedly asks
the same question. Her question implies the either/or mentality between the developing and the
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developed countries, who need to cut CO₂ emission first and more. Brown never says that
ecological care should interfere or hinder the betterment of the people. Moderator’s question,
“whose role is it?” presupposes that the development and environment protection are separable
and rivalry cannot go together hand in hand.
Scene 3: The third scene comes from Roderick Nash’s classic work Wilderness and the
American Mind.8 He describes the economic development vs. preserving natural ecosystem and
beauty debate around Hetch Hetchy Valley development in the early 20th-century.9 After 18thcentury England’s industrial revolution and 19th-century western development in the United
States, the coal mining business blossomed. In 1885 the full-blown automobile business needed
more fossil fuel. As much as the broader society consumes more fossil fuel, people’s
environmental sensitivity grew as well. It was in this context that the Hetch Hetchy Valley
debate arose. The beautiful Valley inside Yosemite Park had provided a broad area for sheep
herding. An American forester and politician, Gifford Pinchot (1865-1946), supported the idea of
building a dam in the valley to solve many urban problems in the newly built city of San
Francisco, 150 miles away. Since the city was built on sand, the city desperately needed fresh
water for its residents and electric power. With his utilitarianism, Pinchot concluded that the
utility of building the dam would surpass the harm that could cause to the valley, saying “the
injury…by substituting a lake for the present swampy floor of the valley… is altogether
unimportant compared with the benefits to be derived from its use as a reservoir.”10 A founder
of Sierra Club, John Muir, was against the idea of building a dam arguing that it might ruin the
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sacredness of the valley, which he considered a temple and tried to protect, saying in a prophetic
tone, “these temple destroyers, devotees of ravaging commercialism, seem to have a perfect
contempt for Nature.”11 Nash describes this debate “between two goods,” a debate between the
utilitarian and preservationist perspectives.12
All three scenes demonstrate the developmental logic that often seems to be
incompatible with environmental responsibility. The graph of the Environmental Kuznets Curve
(EKC) seems to support this idea.13

Figure 2. The Richer is Greener Curve

Figure 3. Environmental Kuznets Curve

The hypothetical Kuznets curve implies the level of environmental degradation increases
in the pre-industrial economic stage, and the degradation reaches its turning point (top) in
industrial economics. As GDP per capita increases, it enters the post-industrial economy stage,
during which the degradation decreases. The graph's ramification is that a certain level of
economic development should come first, then a level of environmental degradation reduces
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later. In other words, it is implied in the curve that economic growth can be beneficial for nature,
or it precedes the protection of nature.
However, our ecological understanding has progressed from the time of Muir and
Pinchot. Now we know that the creation care and liberation of the people are not an issue of
either/or but both/and. They can and should go hand in hand; one is incomplete without the
other. Scholars who talk about eco-justice point out that the two should never be separated.14
Boff’s insightful writing as early as 1995 in Cry of the Poor, Cry of the Earth describes the link
between the two seemingly conflicting/competing agendas.15
As I narrate the liberation theology’s ecological turn (represented by Boff), I want to
answer: “Why the South Korean minjung theology that has much in common with liberation
theology has not yet been able to make the ecological turn?” After uncovering the reason by
comparing two traditions, I try to show that deep beneath the current indifference to ecology,
there are so many valuable sources worth reviving for the ecological minjung theology.
A history of minjung theology
Liberation theology starts with the suffering of the poor; minjung theology begins with
the same place by putting minjung as the subject of history. These two traditions are not
identical, although with significant similarities.16 They are similar in their German theological
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influence. If liberation theology was influenced by German political theology through Gutierrez
and Boff, minjung theology’s influence came more from Bultmann’s existentialism through Ahn
Byung-Mu.
Ahn was born in 1922 in South Pyung-Yang city (now North Korea) and converted to
Christianity at an early age.17 During the Korean War (1950-53), he and his students founded a
layperson-led Christian community as an alternative to the institutional church. Ahn’s interest in
German existentialism and Bultmann grew as he studied theology mainly through the German
theology books translated into Koreans. During his study in German 1956-65, Ahn studied with
Günther Bornkamm in Heidelberg and finished his doctoral dissertation on “Kung-Tse
[Confucius] and Jesus about love.”18 He developed his interest in existential theology and wrote
Biblical existence in 1982.19 In the book, Ahn argues that early Christians’ existential questions
were projected into the historical figure of Jesus.
With Suh Nam-Dong, Ahn Byung-Mu founded the ground of the first-generation
minjung theology. Both Ahn and Suh studied abroad: Ahn in Germany and Suh in Japan. Ahn
saw minjung as a subject in history, minjung event as God’s revelation, and theology as a
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A minjung theologian David Kwang-Sun Suh points, “As for dialogue with theologians outside of Korea,
we declared in 1979 that Minjung theology is not for export and not for sale. For it is local theology, and we have no
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Küster’s, A Protestant Theology of Passion: Korean Minjung Theology Revisited, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), xvi.
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liberation of minjung. Ahn first used the term minjung theology in 1975. He has worked to
connect the oppressed minjung with the ὄχλος in Galilee. Although Ahn himself was educated in
Germany and willing to accept western theologies, he also tried to find what is unique in Korean
people’s minds – such as han, jeong, and chi. Suh noticed the notion of confluence and the
theologians’ responsibility as the priest of han.
Minjung theology and liberation theology have interacted across the continent during
their development. Gutierrez’s book was secretly translated into Korean and read among minjung
theologians and had a significant influence. Minjung theology was also introduced to liberation
theologians such as José Míguez Bonino.20 However, they are neither identical, nor minjung
theology is a subgroup of liberation theology. They are parallel but separate contextual
theologies. The most apparent one is that the two traditions differ in their denominations. Most
liberation theologians were Roman Catholic; liberal Korean Protestant theologians mostly
developed minjung theology.
They have differences in their emphasis too. Although both movements were initiated
from the struggles against the unjust economic systems and the oppressions under military
dictatorships, some argue that the cultural and religious aspects are more integrally incorporated
in minjung theology.21
Some fundamental concepts of the tradition need to be addressed first. Minjung is a
Chinese-Korean term that consists of two Chinese characters 民 (min) +衆 (jung), meaning the
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José Míguez Bonino, “The subjecthood of Minjung” in Lee Jung-Young, An Emerging theology in world
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mass (衆) of the people (民). It refers to the group of economically, socially, culturally, and
politically deprived and oppressed people.22 A third-generation minjung theologian, Kim Jin-ho
provides a helpful comparison of the term with other concepts in Western philosophy:
“underclass” (Gunnar Myrdal), “wasted lives” (Zygmunt Bauman), “refugees” (Hannah Arendt),
“the other” (Emmanuel Levinas), and “bare life” (Giorgio Agamben).23
First-generation minjung theologian Suh Nam-Dong gives a definition emphasizing its
subjectivity in history.
Minjung is the common people and masses. However, it has a broader meaning than the
proletariat. If we see it from the socio-economic perspective, it means the truly
oppressed and deprived class. But if we say it from a political and theological
perspective, minjung is not always the oppressed and deprived class, but minjung is and
should be the subject of history.24
First-generation minjung theologian Ahn Byung-Mu finds the concept from the gospel
of Mark. He took notice of the Greek term ὄχλος25 (often translated as “crowd”) from the book
and translated it as minjung.26 According to Ahn, Mark intentionally used ὄχλος to describe the
poor, the women, and those who were marginalized from the mainstream society – they were the
outsiders. The term “refers to those who are outside the boundaries and are therefore denied this
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Kim, 오클로스론의 현재성 [The contemporaneity of Ocholos] (unpublished manuscript).
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Hyun traces the origin of the term much later. “Early in 1979, the Protestant members of the study group
were asked by both the Commission on Theological Concerns of the Christian Conference of Asia and the Korea
National Council of Churches to organize an ‘Asian Theological Conference’” (Hyun, Three Talks on Minjung
Theology, 3).

27

right.”

56
Ahn contrasts this with another Greek term λαός, which can be translated as “crowd” or

“people” as well. Ahn reads λαός as to those “who have the right to protection within a certain
group boundary.”28 When Mark used the term ὄχλος, therefore, he specifically had the political
and social oppression in mind, Ahn claimed.29
The oppressing powers vary – colonial rulers, foreign powers, and the ruling classes.
Ahn says, “indeed, the phrase minjung-like nation refers to the minjung and nation who were
grief-stricken under colonial rule, exploited by foreign powers, and oppressed by the ruling class
in their own country. For these reasons, the word minjung comprehends all three ideas.”30 Ahn
acknowledges the active aspect of minjung, saying that they are the subjects of history, and
minjung theologians simply listen to their stories. Ahn sees that ὄχλος in the New Testament
time was the transmitter of the “rumors” of Jesus and co-creator of the gospel story.
Hyun Young-Hak is reluctant to define minjung, “minjung theologians could not agree
on any kind of definition and decided that it is not definable.”31 Therefore, he explains what
minjung is negatively.
It does not mean “Paiksung” (subjects in monarchy). It does not mean “Daejung” (mass)
which implies impersonal and non-political nature. “Inmin” (meaning people in the
sense when used in the People’s Republic of Korea) does not fit because it is too
narrowly ideological and political. “Proletariat” is no good either because again it is too
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narrowly ideological and economic. The term minjung has more personal as well as
broader historical connotations in the Korean usage.32
Given these minjung theologians’ explanations, minjung means the historically and
concretely oppressed economically and politically; however, they are the subject of history who
have an active role and responsibility for change.
Other terms derived from minjung are minjung event and minjung theology. Minjung
event was the event in history when these oppressions were no longer tolerated by minjung so
that the longing for a better society erupted. Ahn says it eloquently, “I compare the minjung
event to a single great stream of volcanic lava that flows through many ages and erupts in
different historical situations.”33 According to this definition, minjung movements in the 1960s
and the 1970s in South Korea, especially Jeon Tae Il's self-immolation, are adequately
considered minjung events.
Accordingly, we can also say minjung theology is “the work of theologically examining
the minjung event.”34 Like what is described in liberation theology’s definition by Gutierrez,
event or the praxis comes before the theological reflection or examination.35 David Suh’s
definition carries this emphasis on the praxis: “It is a theology of the oppressed in the Korean
political situation, a theological response to the oppressors, to the Korean church and its
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mission.”

Here, we find the similarity between minjung and liberation theology – not as

conceptualized dogma but a critical theological examination of the event or the praxis.
Concerning ecological interest, I see that first-generation minjung theologians had the
clearest and the most direct ecological concern. However, this interest waned in the second and
third-generations due to other urgent agendas such as the democratic movement, the Unification
movement, and the Labor movement. When the third-generation minjung theologians made an
ecological turn, they almost always brought insights from the first-generation – Ahn or Suh.
There is a significant loss in its ecological interest. Therefore, I will spend most of the pages on
the first-generation minjung theology.
To demonstrate the loss, and more importantly, to uncover the insights hibernating in
the tradition, it is necessary to go over the history of the tradition in three generations. This
generational understanding has its advantage to see the continuities/discontinuities throughout
the generational development. The division of generations coheres with the Korean
modernization process because minjung theology is a critical reflection of what happened in the
modernization process: the first (1960-70s), the second (1980s), and the third (1990s).37
Questions I want to answer while narrating this are, “How has the definition of minjung changed
and expanded?” and “What are the theological concepts and the ecological insights that have not
fully examined in this tradition?”
First-generation minjung theology in the 1960s – 1970s: minjung, han, and ecological
perspective. South Korea’s modern history, during which minjung theology came about, is a
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story filled with struggle, war, and oppression: under Japanese colonialism (1910-1945), USSRAmerican rule (1945-1948), Korean War (1950-1953), and military dictatorships under generalpresident Park and Jeon (1961-1988).
In 1950, the Korean war broke out, and it lasted three years. It devastated the entire
peninsula and caused permanent trauma to the minds of the people. Two Koreas (the South and
the North) took different paths after the war – the liberal democratic South and the socialistcommunist North. The first direct election of the South’s president was held in 1989, but the
elected president was also a former military general. At last, in 1994, the first civilian
government was established with President Kim Young-Sam. Therefore, until recently, the
nation’s history was filled with protests against oppressive military regimes and unjust economic
systems.
In 1961, then army general Park Chung Hee seized power by a coup, put himself
forward as a military dictator, and governed the country until he died in 1979. During his time,
the Korean government followed the Japanese as a quasi-Western model and pursued the “statist
developmental mobilization regime” as the country’s modernization project. The regime pursued
economic development through the active state or regime intervention.38 During this rush-togrowth period, the government and the people’s slogan was “to escape from poverty.” It sounded
a reasonable goal since it was only after 1976 that the South overtook the North economically
and won the ideological battle.39 After achieving a certain level of economic development,
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South Korea was recognized as a semi-peripheral, developing nation among many others in
international society. In this political and economic context, first-generation minjung theologians
arose: Ahn Byung-Mu, Suh Nam-Dong, Kim Young-Bok, and Hyun Young-Hak.40
What motivated these thinkers was a minjung event that theologians themselves defined
as the origin of their theology. Ahn even describes this as a Jesus event41 that triggered the
minjung theologians and other intellectuals to participate in the movement. That was the selfimmolation of Jeon Tae-Il, a garment factory worker (tailor’s assistance) who died at the age of
22, fighting for workers’ rights. As was mentioned above, the South Korean economic situation
in the 1960s was worse than North Korea, and the country was at the beginning of the
modernization/industrialization stage. The capitals and the South Korean government neglected
the fundamental rights of the workers. Business owners were implicitly given latitude to utilize
workers with meager salaries and extended hours, over 60 hours per week.42 It was a
collaborative manipulation or a structural sin of government and the capitalist, mostly for the
export purpose of boosting the economy in a short time.
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Jeon Tae-Il one day saw a young woman vomiting blood because of hard work and poor
living conditions. He then taught himself about labor laws and realized that it was a structural
issue. Although the Labor Standards Law (LSL) passed in 1953 allowed up to 48 hours of work
per week (the possible extension went up to 60 hours), workers like Jeon had to work over 15
hours per day.43 That makes 90 hours per week. Overtime working was not paid, and there was
only a nominal penalty in case of a breach of the law. What made the situation worse was that
this law was not applied to small businesses, which comprised most Korean exporting businesses
(companies under 16 employees).44 After being fired several times from his job for the effort of
organizing a labor union, as a last resort, Jeon set himself on fire before a large crowd on the
street and died on November 13, 1970.
Jeon’s self-immolation triggered efforts to organize labor unions across South Korea.
The intellectuals were shocked and ashamed by the fact that Jeon had no intellectual support
from them. Ahn, a New Testament scholar who recently came back from Heidelberg, Germany,
in 1965, was enlightened by this event. His study in Heidelberg, and the influence of German
political theology might have contributed to his “enlightenment.” Of course, minjung theologians
had devoted themselves to protests general Park’s military regime, but Jeon’s immolation
became a “conversion experience.” Due partly to this, first-generation minjung theology had
anti-intellectual traits because they were humiliated by the inability to react to or fight against the
structural sin of society. College students and other intellectuals came out of school, entered
factories, and read the Bible from minjung’s perspective.
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Ahn wanted to emphasize seeing a Jesus event in the self-immolation of Jeon Tae-Il as a
type of historical revelation. In Stories of Minjung Theology, Ahn describes Jeon’s immolation
with Biblical/Christological language: “living sacrifice” (78, 199)45, “Christ is present” in Jeon
(90), the story spread through “rumors” (200), “act of sharing body with others” (256), and “act
of self-transcendence” (265).
Minjung. In what follows, I will offer a brief sketch of how Ahn came up with the notion
and observe its ecological potential. The concept of minjung was known to be first proposed in
Ahn’s exegetical work. In The Transmitters of the Jesus-Event,46 Ahn argued that the book of
Mark was a collection of “rumors” about Jesus among ὄχλος.47 As a transmitter of the gospel,
minjung acquired a significant status in the process of the gospel, not merely a recipient of the
good news. The rumor was minjung’s way of transmitting the news for those who did not have a
refined language.48
Ahn also argued that God was with minjung, socially uprooted people in the form of
Jesus. Jesus was with minjung and worked not only for their spiritual salvation but also for their
historical, political, economic liberation.49 This is where Ahn comes close to liberation
theology’s preferential option for the poor and salvation in history.
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Minjung movement did not have appropriate language, was oppressed socially, and was
lacking economically. As mentioned above, Ahn emphasized the ὄχλος, who did not have legal
protection compared to λαός, who had proper social protection and lived inside the wall. The
second-generation minjung theologians actively accepted the Marxist notions and emphasized a
more traditional call for social reform and social justice. Compared to the third-generation in the
context of neoliberalism (foreign workers and immigrants by marriage50 came into this new
demographical minjung), the first-generation had a more nationalistic understanding of minjung.
Through this change, we see that the notion of minjung is not something fixed or unchangeable
but a set of views and value commitments that develop over time. This historical study enables
us to expand the notion of minjung to the suppressed creation.
There is another similarity between minjung and creation, namely they both lost their
voices. As Ahn portrayed, in this first-generation period minjung does not have a refined
language to express their situation. Their situation of han – emotion born out of suffering,
despair, or resignation. Since they do not have a proper language, others will hear them cry in an
unknown language. Someone needs to be their voice.
Nevertheless, that does not take their subjectivity away. Suh takes on this concern and
calls for the theologians to be “the priest of han.” Second, as Ahn emphasizes the locality of
minjung, he also opens the possibility of expanding it. Therefore, I argue that creation that is
oppressed and bear han through humans' exploitation can and should be included in this new
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minjung. Third, his interest in chi or ki (a Chinese Korean word for “life force” or “breath”) is
essential for individual life and the whole universe. The concept of ki allows us to see human life
in (and in close relationship with) a broader context of the natural cosmos. These ecologically
relevant insights will be elaborated and developed in chapter five.
Another critical concept in the first-generation minjung theology is Han (恨), a
generative emotion that makes ordinary people minjung. Ahn defines it as “a deep feeling caused
by the sustained experience of injustice and is considered one of the characteristic emotions of
the Korean people.”51 Minjung theologians read the experience of han in Korean history being
oppressed continuously by foreign powers and the ruling class. Although it is an outcome of a
“sustained experience of injustice,” it is never a passive emotion with only negative meaning.
Küster highlights the liberating power of han: “Whereas han adequately refers to a deep,
inexpressible pain, it also time and again gives impulse to opposition movements.”52 From these,
han is appropriately defined as a deep feeling against the oppression, and has revolutionary
potential. Suh Nam-Dong echoes this dual aspect of han in his book Towards a theology of Han:
On the one hand, it is a dominant feeling of defeat, resignation, and nothingness. On the
other, it is a feeling with a tenacity of will for life, which comes to weaker beings. The
first aspect can sometimes be sublimated to great artistic expressions and the second
aspect could erupt as the energy for a revolution or rebellion.53
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Suh saw this concept as more essential and relevant to minjung than the traditional
Christian language of sin: “Sin is the rulers’ language; han is the minjung’s language.”54 Suh
explains more in his book: “Sin is only a label that the ruling puts to the weak and the opponents,
and so-called sinners are actually victims of the crime and suffer.”55 He means that the ruling
class uses the language of sin to maintain control over the people, whereas what minjung
experiences concretely in their everyday lives is han. Therefore, han makes minjung not merely
sinners but also sinned-against by the oppression of the ruling class. Suh sees this as a more
relevant term than a theological sin to account for the minjung experience.
This emotion finds resonance in the Biblical narrative of Jesus, Hyun Young-Hak finds:
“Han” is a sense of unresolved resentment against injustices suffered, a sense of
helplessness because of the overwhelming odds against, a feeling of the total
abandonedness (“Why hast thou forsaken me?”), a feeling of acute pain of sorrow in
one’s guts and bowels making the whole body writhe and wriggle, and an obstinate urge
to take “revenge” and to right the wrong—all these combined.56
Given all this, I would summarize han is an unresolved emotion, a collective reaction to
the desperate experience of suffering, that has the power to correct or to liberate the wronged
against.
As a generative emotion, han makes Korean people minjung.57 Out of the series of
suffering – the invasion of Japan and China, and colonization of Japan, the Korean war, and
military dictatorship – han was created, and this collective emotion, in turn, formed minjung’s
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conscience. Minjung theologians found this generative emotion in the experience of ὄχλος in the
1960s and 70s and pursued the liberation or resolving han. As I will discuss more in chapter 5,
this process – generation of han and liberating power of han – applies to humanity and the entire
creation.
Theology of Nature. In addition to his contribution to minjung theology of the term han
and the confluence of Christianity and Korean traditional culture, it should be noted that Suh
explicitly wrote on the need for ecology and cosmic vision as early as 1972. Compared to Boff’s
ecological turn in 1995 (The Cry of the Poor) and dormant ecological insight from as early as the
1970s, this date puts Suh and minjung theology at a very early stage in the development of
contemporary eco-theology. Sadly, however, his ecological interest is less known to English
readers since most of his work has not been translated into English.58
In the articles written in Korean, “Toward an Ecological Ethics” (1972), and “Theology
on Nature” (1972), Suh offers a clear and direct emphasis on ecological thinking, a cosmic
vision, Eastern Church traditions, and pantheism.59 In both articles, Suh clarifies that he is
responding to Lynn White’s 1967 essay “Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”60 Suh is in
general agreement with White’s thesis that we need to change our attitude toward nature.
However, Suh still finds it problematic due to White’s clear division of East-West.61 As a
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solution, Suh proposes a radical re-thinking of Latin Christianity

62

in which he finds himself.

The new ways for Christianity are learning from Eastern religion, interacting with Eastern
Orthodox Christianity, integrating with modern science, especially bioscience, and lastly, rereading the Bible with new eyes.63
Through this process, Suh challenges readers to learn the organic relation of humans,
nature, and the cosmos. As Suh argues, if everything comes down to the human attitude toward
nature, we must have a perspective to see the human in nature to remedy the crisis.64 In addition
to his emphasis on theologians’ role as “priest of han,” his claim for organic anthropology should
be a valuable source for ecological perspective.65
Regrettably, Ahn and Suh’s clear interest and cosmic/ecological vision were not
developed due to the 1960s and 70s’ political challenges of the military dictatorship and
economic oppression. The theologians found it most important to concentrate attention on
improving the working conditions, protest against dictatorship, and call for democratization.
Furthermore, this urgency of the time became even more substantial in the next generation. The
third-generation attempted to recover this ecological insight through life-minjung ideology and
feminist minjung ecology. However, the breadth of minjung theological interest became
significantly narrowed in a changed context.
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The second-generation in the 1980s: economy to politics. In contrast to the firstgeneration, direct ecological interest is very hard to find in the second-generation. This apathy is
partly due to political and ecological reasons. After South Korea achieved a level of economic
development in the 1980s, minjung theology’s interest has shifted to a political issue. After
President Park was assassinated in 1979, people thought the political democratization would
soon be realized. However, another army general Jeon seized power by coup d’etat again in
December of the same year. Political democratization became the sole pursuit of all society
under the new militia. During this time, the Korean people lost their naïve optimism that the
United States would support them after learning that the US government turned its eyes from the
1980’s Gwang-Ju massacre (Southern West province in Korea) when the army general-president
Jeon’s specially trained military team massacred civilian demonstrators. Although protesters
expected the US government to intervene in this inhumane situation, the call was neglected.
Later it became known that the US government implicitly backed the militia.66
From the 1980’s Gwang-Ju protest until the first direct election in 1987, minjung
theology had been said to be the most publicly engaged form of theology in South Korea.
However, minjung theologians learned that the Korean peninsula’s politically divided situation
would always seize ideological attention in this period. Accordingly, the minjung theologians
devoted most of their attention to the unification and peace movement.67
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The alleged ties with Marxism were ironic because the first-generation was labeled as
the “communists” as well, far from the truth. They were the farthest from the North Korean
communist ideology among three generations.68 Kim Eunsoo says:
A. Sung Park, a minjung theologian found that marxism is not the best instrument to
analyze Korean social problems because the Korean minjung experience of socialeconomic and political oppression occurred before the introduction of capitalism into
Korea.69
The key point is that it is “non-Marxist and does not use Marxist language. This, of
course, is a requirement in South Korea.”70
As mentioned earlier, as the object of liberation, minjung acquired a more Marxist tone
during this period due to the rising class struggle. South Korea’s rapid industrialization increased
the number of urban laborers and caused unfavorable living conditions. Therefore, this
oppressive social condition made them idolize more of Europe’s commune than the western
notion of development.
A clear ecological interest of the former generation waned and almost disappeared
during this period. The first reason is its massive interest in unification and the peace movement.
Second, this can be attributed to how the second-generation actively incorporated Marxist social
analysis and ideological traits. Unlike the first-generation, in which Korean traditional cultural
themes played an integral part as in Suh’s notion of confluence, this generation has an evident
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political/ideological trait and focused on political, economic, ideological, concrete liberation.
Concepts like chi, han, and life did not carry the same weight as in the first-generation.
The second-generation gained more revolutionary color as they reacted in shock to the
Gwangju massacre led by the militia. This generation of minjung theologians attempted not a
theology of witness but a theology of transformation. The Marxist proletariat as new minjung
replaces Suh and Ahn’s anthropology that attempted to view humans in an
organic/interdependent cosmos. The urgency of liberation and the contemporaneity of struggle
came to be emphasized. Furthermore, humans became viewed as the subject of transformation
and history. The historicity of minjung was present in the first-generation, but it gained much
greater importance in the second-generation.
The third-generation in the 1990s: minjung disappeared. If the 1980s were the heyday of
minjung theology,71 the third-generation minjung’s influence has been weakened significantly.
The early theological and social concerns of the first-generation began to wane as Korean society
achieved greater industrialization and democratization in the 1990s. The traditional meaning of
minjung became inappropriate to define new minorities in Korea: migrant workers and
immigrants by marriage. Foreign workers, migrant workers, or foreign labor technically mean
anyone coming from foreign countries to South Korea to find jobs. However, in South Korea,
these terms often refer to low-skilled/low-wage manual workers in factories and farms from the
less developed countries in Southeast Asia and Africa. Immigrants by marriage or marriage
immigrants are foreigners (often female) who became South Korean citizens via marriage. Both
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The third-generation

minjung theology weighed on social issues on gender, interreligious, and environmental issues,
rather than the political.
Minjung’s ecological engagement is noted in many places. Andrew Kim Eungi says, “It
is also noteworthy that minjung theology in recent years has expanded its focus to issues such as
the environment, gender inequality, and inter-religious tensions.”73 Küster also mentions
ecological development in this period: “Besides the continuing struggle for peace and
reunification on the Korean peninsula, ecology became an issue.”74 The third-generation
minjung theology tries to recover an earlier (the first-generation) interest in ecology.
The World Convocation on Justice, Peace, Integrity of Creation (JPIC) held in Seoul in
1990 has influenced the ecological consciousness among the third-generation minjung
theologians. Despite the theological differences among member churches, the integrity of
creation became the convocation’s primary focus through the preparation process. Out of this
process, figures like Lee Jeong-Bae and Chung Hyun-Kyung joined in eco-minjung theology.75
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Chung Hyun Kyung

came to be known to the world theological scene through her

1991 keynote speech at WCC General Assembly in Canberra, Australia. Her presentation was
with the Shamanistic performance kut calling for the spirits of the oppressed. Kut is “Shamanistic
performances in Korea” that “are still actively performed by female shamanesses and by male
shamans.” It “invokes a spirit-power and manifests the radical change in personality and
behavior associated with possession.”77 During the performance, Chung “summoned ‘the spirit
of the Amazon rain forest’ and ‘earth, air and water, raped, tortured and exploited by human
greed.’”78 Sr. Ellen Leonard,79 a participant of the Assembly, reported the reactions Chung’s
presentation brought. Some affirmed the performance to listen to the voice of the oppressed
carefully and know how the Spirit works in our time. However, others reacted with an expression
of worries regarding seemingly pagan influences.80
Chung’s presentation had triggered so many debates on religious syncretism81 that little
is known that she called on the exploited nature's spirits. Han, as was developed in the first-
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generation, resurged onto the minjung scene again. Chung’s performance focused on resolving
the han of the spirits/ghosts who wandered around the earth. The names of martyrs that Chung
called were Hagar, Uriah, Gandhi, and other spirits, including the exploited nature.
This generation needs a new definition of minjung. As the structure of oppression has
changed, minjung’s notion, which is defined by oppression, changed accordingly. Not the
minjung who is oppressed by foreign powers, not the minjung of proletariat suffering, not the
minjung who is oppressed in the neoliberal economic system. In this changed context, the
“others” who are migrant workers, marriage immigrants, sexual minorities, and the oppressed
nature are included in new, broadened minjung.82
As it became clear through the narration of minjung theological history, the firstgeneration’s clear ecological interest was almost forgotten by the second-generation. Although
the third-generation is trying to revive the ecological interest, unlike the first and the secondgeneration, minjung theology now has significantly lost the public influence in the broader
society. Why? Küster points out, through numerous artworks related to the minjung movement,
that there is a disconnect in the third-generation between the secular artist/activist, the organic
link that was present in first and second-generations. Minjung theology was once the most public
form of theology in the Korean context; it has now lost its public face and is being ghettoized.
Another reason could be the economic/political development that Korean minjung has achieved
through their struggle. The first-generation ὄχλος has now shrunk into a small part in the current
Korean context. The third-generation was not able to bring up the ancient insights, and
ecological interest remains marginal.
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Criticisms to minjung theology - anthropology
As Korean society achieved economic wealth and political stability, minjung, as a
specific population group, gradually became a minority. In this changed societal context,
minjung theology is now presented with the task of redefining the identity of minjung. However,
this task of finding new minjung has not been successful overall. A postcolonial biblical
theologian, Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah, comments on the difficulty. In South Korea's “wealthier,
prosperous, and neoliberal phase,” prior “advantage” of minjung theologians under the
oppressive regime disappeared. Therefore, minjung theologians “failed to grasp or relate to what
it feels like on the underside of history.”83
Many reactions and criticisms to minjung theology focus on its theological and
contextual characters: soteriology, ecclesiology, exegesis, and the shifted context of South
Korea. A Korean-American minister Lee Jung-Young's edited book, An Emerging Theology in
World Perspective: Commentary on Korean Minjung Theology, provides non-Korean
theologians’ reactions to minjung theology.84 This book came out as a result of the 1979 minjung
theological conference that met in Seoul to introduce minjung theology to the Asian Christian
community. The editor Lee Jung-Young, ministering in the US, invited theologians from
different cultural backgrounds to react to the conference’s documents.85 Out of various
reactions, the important criticisms were the unclear concept of culture in minjung theology
(Kwesi Dickson), its selective use of the Bible (Dickson and Koyama), and the subjecthood of
minjung (José Míguez Bonino).
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There are also criticisms about the notion of minjung. Some criticize the identification of
minjung with Christ (Moltmann); others question who minjung is at all (John Cobb).86 Ahn
recollects that Moltmann criticized his argument that “Jesus is precisely minjung.” Except for
this, Moltmann was very favorable to minjung theology. He tried to introduce minjung
theologians’ articles to the western theologians. Moltmann says,
Prof. Ahn and I came to understand each other very quickly. Whenever I visit South
Korea, I visit Prof. Ahn. Günter Baum and I collected Korean minjung theologians’
articles and published a book Minjung, God’s people in South Korea, in 1984 (translated
into German).87
What he valued in Ahn’s theology was finding ὄχλος in Mark and making minjung a
central subject of theology.
However, Moltmann had a reservation on equating Jesus with minjung. He warned
minjung soteriology might idolize minjung, clarifying that “minjung salvation is God’s decision,
but not the minjung’s decision.” Other German theologians join Moltmann. The Association of
Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany (Evangelisches Missionswerk—EMW) in
Hamburg discusses minjung theologians of South Korea.88 German theologians problematized
the use of minjung (“Volk” in German).
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Küster interprets this controversial reaction of the use of minjung maybe from their
traumatic Nazi experience. “To their mind Minjung theology was based on ‘structurally the same
theological approach’ that was behind the nationalistic people’s theology of the German
Christians.”89 Ahn understands this challenge was because of Moltmann’s different
understanding of Jesus as a persona, whereas Ahn takes Jesus as an event that can be continued
in history.
[Moltmann] disagreed because he took Jesus for a persona, not an event. Jesus is an
event. The Jesus event is still taking place in history again and again as the minjung
event. it is just like the volcanic lava that repeatedly erupts, while streaming below the
surface of the earth. That is, Jesus is the great volcanic lava of the minjung event!90
Volker Küster bemoans that minjung theology has lost its connection with the secular
minjung art movement.
Though the first generation Minjung theologians were ahead of the minjung culture
movement and later used artistic resources, nowadays most of the small group of
[Korean] progressive theologians have lost contact with secular intellectuals and artists.
Whereas the latter have responded to the contextual changes in a variety of ways,
theological reflection on these matters is still very limited. While there is at least some
reaction from theologians to the socio-economic impact of globalization and empire, the
cultural religious side is neglected.91
In addition to these contextual obstacles, minjung theology is faced with theological
criticisms: exegetical, ecclesiological, soteriological, etc. Biblical theologians throw questions
such as, “is ὄχλος minjung?” Conservative theologians ask, “is minjung truly a subject of history
and salvation?”92 A social scientist will ask, “is minjung a monotone group as Ahn defines?”
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Feminist theologians would denounce minjung theology’s patriarchal nature.

93

Postcolonial

theologians will problematize the colonial nature and tendency of Ahn’s theology.94
We can go on and on of this long list. However, I want to highlight and focus on the
lack of ecological insight and the failure to respond to our current environmental crisis. I argue
that the failure comes not only from the external elements such as economic development and
the divided regime of the North and South Korea.95 Nevertheless, also from the internal
elements such as the anthropocentric theology centered in minjung’s theological anthropology.96
I want to delve into minjung’s identity since the agenda of minjung theology (especially in the
second-generation) is clearly and profoundly anthropocentric.
What then is the anthropological understanding that has dominated minjung theology?97
Since minjung theology is reluctant to be reduced to systematic theology, there is very little
published book/article on minjung theology’s anthropology. Thus, the contents of minjung
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anthropology should be gathered from some of the scattered writings. Ahn and Suh’s writings
with an eye to the “tension between nature and destiny,” Reinhold Niebuhr puts it.
The title of Reinhold Niebuhr’s two volumes, The Nature and Destiny of Man, based on
his 1993 Gifford lecture, well capture this structure. In chapter 6 of his Ethics from a Theocentric
Perspective vol 1, James Gustafson gives similar structure telling the narrative of the human
being – natural man, human fault, and correction. In an article on anthropology, Suh talks about
“three expressions of human existence” – the fall, the image of God, and new creation. The order
and expressions may differ, but the classical structure of creation, call, and redemption
remains.98 Therefore, bits and pieces of minjung anthropology can be gathered and categorized
as nature, destiny, and the problem of sin.99
First, the nature of humans. Minjung anthropology sees humans not as autonomous
individuals but as a collective group (jung, 衆). Nevertheless, this group of people is not
homogenous in which individuality disappears. Although individuals in minjung carry their
identities, through historical experiences, they form an organic group. They are in interdependent
relations. “Thus, a man in Minjung theology is not a mere rational being but a concrete actual
being who is exploited and suppressed, not an individual, but a communal minjung.”100 It
becomes more evident when Suh and Ahn define han – unresolved collective resentment feeling
of Koreans “as a group.”
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Second, minjung anthropology sees humans’ destiny in the liberation from the
oppression, i.e., resolving han (han puri is a Korean term for the resolution of han). Minjung
theology “understands salvation as a humanization process through the resolution of the han’s
predicament by such means as liberation, expression and clarifications.”101 Compared to historic
salvation in liberation theology, this carries less political weight and a more emotional and
internal aspect. Thus, soteriology is where we find the most definite anthropocentric tendency in
minjung theology. Han, as a historical collective suppressed emotion, is of human beings.
Salvation, therefore, necessarily involves a robust human agenda. When the goal of a whole
theological project is resolving the han, its soteriology will put humans as a center of salvation or
the telos of history. A third-generation minjung theologian and ecofeminist Chung Hyun-Kyung
is an exception.
Third, concerning the tension between nature and destiny, or the obstacles that keep
humans from their desirable destiny, minjung theology has two names – han and structural sin.
As was stated above, minjung anthropology sees han as an integral/essential part of being human
– han makes people minjung. Kevin Patrick Considine expresses this integral aspect as
“anthropology of han-ridden” and “shared anthropology of han.”102 Theologically speaking, han
functions similar to what orthodox Christians say about the original sin: it was not in the original
creation, but the existence of sin explains the tension we have right now – a tension between
nature and destiny.
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Hamartiology is where minjung theology meets liberation theology and even James
Gustafson. Gustafson’s concept of sin, borrowed from Jonathan Edwards, is “a contraction of the
human spirit.”103 Gustafson adds, “the human fault is our tendency to be turned inward toward
ourselves as individuals, or toward our communal interests.”104 Sin is the privatization of what is
common. While western theology sees sin as a relation between violating humans and violated
God, Ahn sees the root of sin as “privatizing the public.”105 He says,
In my interpretation of the story of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,
privatizing the public was the sin and the beginning of the fall of humankind. The
pattern continues in the stories of the Tower of Babel and of Cain and Abel, though in a
considerably weakened form.106
In another place, Ahn expresses the sin as privatization more succinctly, “Whatever it
[“the fruit of one particular tree” in Genesis] was, it was essentially something public that no one
could privatize.”107
Thus, anthropology of minjung theology is summarized: (1) individual and collective
minjung are (2) suffered from structural sin (han), (3) that became almost second nature, (4) and
want to resolve the han. This anthropology has ambivalence to ecological thinking. It does not
picture men as autonomous individuals. Instead, it puts persons within an organic whole of
society – in relation with others, nature, and God. However, the goal or telos of minjung is
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human-centered. There is very little room for the nonhuman natural world in the destiny of
minjung.108
Then, will ecological minjung anthropology or ecological minjung theology be possible?
To answer this, I will revisit first-generation minjung theology and Korean-American minjung
theologians – Andrew Park and Wonhee Anne Joh, who re-appropriated the notion of han109 and
expanded it to the natural environment. However, let me first examine Boff’s ecological turn to
pursue the opportunity of minjung theology.
Liberation Theology in Brief
We need to look at liberation theology as a control group to compare it with minjung
theology’s ecological failure and chances for development.110 After a brief look at liberation
theology, I will conclude by noting several characteristics to find similarities/differences with
minjung theology.
This theological movement has developed in relationship with other traditions from
different continents – Black theology in North America, Feminist theology, Dalit in India, and
minjung in South Korea.111 The history of liberation theology is well sketched in Clodovis and

108

With few exceptions (such as Suh Nam-Dong, Andrew Sung Park, and Wonhee Anne Joh, who applied
han to nature), minjung anthropology does not seem to take nature as an integral part of being human. More will be
discussed in chapter five.
109

However, Joh would not identify herself as a minjung theologian; she is more a postcolonial feminist

theologian.
110

Although some minjung theologians would not categorize themselves as liberation theologians, there are
significant similarities as well: (1) contextual, (2) preferential option for the underprivileged, and 3) emphasizing
salvation in history. By putting both traditions together, I intend to show their common anthropocentrism and the
difference in their developmental stage.
111

A Protestant liberation theologian José Míguez Bonino wrote a chapter on the subjecthood of minjung in
Lee Jung-Young edit., An Emerging theology in world perspective: commentary on Korean minjung theology (New
London, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 1988).

82
Leonardo Boff brothers’ book Introducing Liberation Theology.

112

The book identifies three

developments in liberation theology – social, ecclesial, and theological – as context out of which
liberation theology came into existence. Below is a summary of what the Boff brothers have
described in their introductory book.
Social: As Boff brothers explain, Latin America’s populist governments in the 1950s
and the 1960s took the “import substitution industrialization” strategy for economic
development, and this benefited only the minority elite group and made the majority of the
people remain poor and in marginalized conditions. This economic polarity made Latin
American society politically unstable. Then, the popular movement began. In response, military
dictatorships arose in many countries to suppress these social instabilities. The Cuban revolution
was an attempt to break away from this fundamental cause of underdevelopment – dependence.
Ecclesial: Theologians began to notice the limits of the populist and development
models. They turned to the dependency model and Marxism, which criticized the previous
development model that perpetuated the poor condition of the third world via the dependence of
the periphery to the center.113 Middle-class Catholic lay people participated in social works. The
social participation of Christians and material dimensions of Christian spirituality were
theoretically prepared by European political theologians such as John Baptist Mats and Jürgen
Moltmann114 and adorned by the Second Vatican. Gutierrez finds that liberation theology’s
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emphasis on “urgency of eliminating injustice” or the need of economic liberation were found in
Vatican II’s documents.115 Liberation, not development, was believed to be the answer for the
Latin American countries.
Theological: Boff presents the atmosphere around the Second Vatican Council (196265) and the Latin American bishop’s Medellín conference (1968) as laboratories for liberation
theology. The Medellín document Poverty of the Church begins with analyzing the unjust
context of Latin America and presents such notions of justice, peace, and the option for the poor.
In 1971, Gutierrez’s book Liberation Theology came out of this environment.116 There he
proposed a new way of doing theology: theology as a critical reflection on historical praxis.117
Boff brothers’ historical presentation of liberation theology ended in 1987, and of
course, cannot cover the significant historical events that happened after the book’s publication,
such as the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989.118 The fall symbolized the ideological victory of
western liberal democracy over communism, which had impacted the public reception of
liberation theology based on Marxist social analysis. Although now it appears that its heyday is
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gone from the public perspective, the insight of liberation theology is still needed in the
neoliberal global economic system that perpetuates unjust social and economic systems. It is this
historical context in which the ecological turn, represented by Leonardo Boff, was made.
Out of many traits of liberation theology, I want to highlight four characteristics that it
shares with minjung theology: an inductive approach, a social analysis, the preferential option for
the poor, and an emphasis on history.
An inductive approach: Starting from the reality of the poor in Latin America, liberation
theology was experience-based and locally focused. The only way to get out of the oppressive
reality was liberation. For this liberation, it was necessary to begin with the experience of the
oppressed poor.
A social analysis: Gutierrez compares development and liberation, then concludes that
the former was not an option for Latin America.119 He then uncovers structural evil in society
using Marxist social analysis (but not identifying with the ideology, though). Instead of the
traditional way of doing theology with philosophy as a conversation partner, liberation
theologians found Marxist social analysis a better partner for doing theology.
The preferential option for the poor: From the Exodus story, the archetype of any
liberation story, Gutierrez argues that God takes sides in history and has a preferential option for
the poor. However, this does not nullify God’s universal love but fulfills it instead. Gutierrez
says, “the very word ‘preference’ denies all exclusiveness and seeks instead to call attention to
those who are the first…with whom we should be in solidarity.”120
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Historical salvation: the nature of liberation is not limited to the spiritual realm; it is
historical and happens in history. Gutierrez says it well, “salvation embraces all persons and the
whole person; the liberating action of Christ – made human in this history and not in a history
marginal to real human life – is at the heart of the historical current of humanity.”121
Gutierrez’s emphasis on history has drawn some important critiques. The most
ecologically relevant one comes from James M. Gustafson. His two volumes Ethics from a
Theocentric Perspective criticizes the anthropocentric tendency in liberation theology and the
Reformed tradition in general.122 In the first chapter, “An Interpretation of Our Circumstances,”
Gustafson takes on a critical examination of culture, religion, religious study, theological and
philosophical ethics. After a lengthy examination, he concludes that in every aspect, “man, the
human species, has become the measure of all things.”123 This quote simply summarizes the core
of Gustafson’s argument – the universality of anthropocentrism, man being the center or the
measurer of all things, the tendency to put “Religion and God in the service of human needs.”
Following this critical analysis of the situation, Gustafson poses a strong “But.” He goes,
“But to be the measurer of all things does not necessarily imply that all things are to be in service
of man.”124 Gustafson warns us through this argument that the unbalanced focus on humanity
has led to a distortion in theology and ethics. He says it “leads to a distortion of the place of man
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Then he proposes the proper place of human in chapter 6 of this book and in

A Sense of the Divine,126 which I will discuss more in chapter four.
The beginning of liberation theology is the suffering and unmet needs of the poor. The
goal is the liberation of the people – economic, social, and political. Although Gutierrez and
other liberation theologians acknowledge the importance of mystery and the transcendent
meaning of liberation, liberation in history gets the most attention. That human is the center of
value and that all things to be in service of human is evident in liberation theology. As I have
shown above, minjung theology is under the same criticism in its soteriology – destiny.
Concerning nature and the tension, both traditions show less anthropocentrism.
Boff’s Eco-theology
Leonardo Boff is a former Franciscan – he entered the Order of the Friars Minor
(Franciscans) in 1959 and was ordained to the priesthood in 1964.127 After completing his Ph.D.
in Germany, Boff returned to Brazil and taught for over 20 years in a Franciscan school at
Petrópolis. Despite liberation theology’s anthropocentric tendency, Leonardo Boff made an
ecological turn to unite liberation theology and ecology in his book Cry of the Earth, Cry of the
Poor.128 Where does this need to unite come from? My focus in this section will be the
ecological turn represented by Boff:129 external and internal elements.
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In the early stage of liberation theology, liberation and environmental care were
considered rivalry concepts. Boff admits that the close relationship between the two was not as
straightforward as it is acknowledged nowadays. He says, “We must acknowledge that the initial
setting within which liberation theology emerged was not that of ecological concern.”130 For the
liberation theologians, the dire urgency of liberating people from political/social/economic
oppression had a preference; the cry of the earth was considered something to wait until the cry
of the poor is heard enough.
However, Boff saw the possibility of expanding the meaning of the poor and found the
similarity between the two cries. He says that the poor “can never be restricted to the material,
social, or merely spiritual realm.”131 If the meaning of the poor can expand to the entire earth
and cosmos, the scope of the oppressed and the exploited will include the whole creation that is
crying under the uncontrolled human consumption of natural resources.
Boff’s ecological mindset is best articulated in Cry of the Poor.132 The book first derives
an ecological perspective from scientific observations of the Earth and the universe. The
definition of ecology introduced by Ernst Haeckel in 1866 is:
By ecology we mean the body of knowledge concerning the economy of nature—the
investigation of the total relations of the animal both to its inorganic and to its organic
environment; including above all, its friendly and inimical relations with those animals
and plants with which it comes directly or indirectly into contact—in a word ecology is
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the study of all those complex interrelations referred to by Darwin as the conditions of
the struggle for existence.133
This ecological thinking leads to a particular perspective on humans. Humans are cocreators of the universe.134 At the same time, “We make up an interconnected whole.”135 Each
individual does not lose uniqueness but is still considered part of the Earth’s ecosystem. Losing
this sense of connection could be one of factors that have caused the current ecological crisis,
Boff argues. “The ongoing disruption of the basic connectedness with the whole of the universe
and with its Creator that the human being has introduced, fueled, and perpetuated.”136 It is the
beginning of anthropocentrism that denies connectivity and does not recognize the limits of the
human being in creation.137
Boff tries to put together two seemingly competing concepts – development and
ecology. As we often think, Boff argues that liberation and development do not conflict or
compete with ecological awareness. Boff finds and connects similarities in these two cries. The
world’s most threatened beings are the poor and the environment. Therefore, he introduces a
broader concept of liberation, includes the Earth in the poor under threat, gives the Earth the
preferential option for the poor, and claims that non-commercial culture must be developed for
sustainable development.138
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Boff’s alternatives are Panentheism, Process Theology, and Francis of Assisi.

As

Boff diagnoses, we need to return to polytheism because monotheism separates God from nature
and eliminates its sacredness. Christian panentheism (“Everything in God, God in everything”)
tells us to restore the sacredness of the universe, and we must be deeply moved by nature and
experience it.140 Of course, the polytheism he speaks is similar to the trinitarian thinking of
traditional Christianity.141 He blamed monotheism in his Trinity and Society as a source of
patriarchal/hierarchical society. Cry of the Poor discusses the triune God and their beings in each
chapter. God is in all, and all is in God.142 The Holy Spirit dwells in the rock.143 The Son, as
well as the Father and the Holy Spirit, is in the world, and He is the Universal
Christ.144 Trinitarian understanding is apparent in Boff’s understanding.145
While his Trinity and Society discusses the social-ethical implication of Trinity’s
perichoresis relationship, Cry of the Poor develops clearer ecological insight. The world seen
through this ecological frame enables us to spot the web of relations sustaining the universe. It is
diversity in unity, unity in diversity. One earth and one universe demonstrate pluriformity and
deny homogeneity.146 Likewise, each individual depends on the other, not a result of the
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other.

If God’s existence is relational and interdependent, the society should resemble (and

participate in) this paradigm trinitarian God in human relations and the whole creation.148
Therefore, as a liberation theologian among those who first engaged with ecological
concerns, Boff offers insights into the close relationship between social and ecological concerns.
He strongly suggests that the two are inseparable, not only through demonstrations but also by
appealing to the Trinitarian divine essence. It is reasonable to conclude that his ecological turn
and insights were triggered by external factors and internal factors that penetrated his social,
ethical, and economic interests.
What made the ecological turn possible? External and Internal elements
It is one thing to recognize Boff’s ecological turn, but it requires more endeavor to
answer the question, “what made Boff’s ecological turn possible?” My claim is that there were
external/circumstantial and internal elements dormant from the beginning of Boff’s theology. I
will support my argument by investigating Boff’s bibliographies in the historical context of Latin
America.
I mentioned that Boff brother’s 1987 published book does not cover the ecological
concern. However, Boff’s Cry of the Earth (original Spanish version of the book in 1995) and
Ecology and Liberation in 1997 clearly show Boff’s ecological interest. What happened to
Boff’s theology between 1987 and 1995 that made him push an ecological turn?149
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Celia Deane-Drummond gives an account of this development in her article
“Development and Environment: in Dialogue with Liberation Theology”150 which traces the
development of liberation theology and ecology – initial apathy and growing ecological interest
in its developmental stage. For the ecological disinterest in the early stage of liberation theology,
Deane-Drummond finds the reason from the early political/social context of liberation
theology.151 She says, “Liberation theology identifies with a particular model of development
which arose at a time when the global and political implications of environmental issues were
largely ignored.”152 There was widespread ignorance of ecology, and it was due to the pressing
liberation/development agenda.
However, due to the restraints of dependency theory and the notion of development,
both of which liberation theology heavily indebted, there arose a need for an alternative concept
of development, the notion of sustainable development, Deane-Drummond says.153 She finds
this was a link between the liberation theology and the ecological issue: “From the beginning, the
idea of ‘sustainable development’ has become an overarching concept which recognizes the links
between environment and development.”154 Sustainable development is an ecologically sound
and relevant concept that includes the responsible use of the biosphere and resources. Here,

150

Deane-Drummond, “Development and Environment: in Dialogue with Liberation Theology,” 279. Celia
clarifies the purpose of her paper is “to explore both the challenge of the environment to liberation theology and its
possible contribution to an inclusive environmental theology.”
151

Ibid.

152

Ibid.

153

Ibid., 281-282.

154

Ibid., 282.

92
Deane-Drummond argues that liberation theologians learned the need for an ecologically sound
concept of development in the developmental process, and it led them to an ecological turn.
In addition to the need for a better concept of development, an external event triggered
the shift – the first United Nations Earth Summit in Rio, Brazil, in 1992. That was the first global
summit for the international consensus for the environmental crisis, the need for international
cooperation, and conceptualized “sustainable development.” Out of this mood, eco-theology
became an essential topic among liberation theologians too. Rosino Gibellini, who contributed to
Boff’s edited book Ecology and Poverty (1995), argued that the “ecology as a theme in liberation
theology has only emerged after the Rio de Janeiro conference in 1992, with the publications of
the articles in a book edited by Boff entitled Ecology, World, and Mysticism: The Emergence of
a New Paradigm.”155
In short, in the early developmental stage of liberation theology, “the cry of the poor”
was what they thought more urgent than the cry of the earth. In the 1990s’ developmental stage,
liberation theology needed an alternative development concept, which required an ecologically
relevant development – sustainable development. In addition to this, a global environmental
event such as the Rio summit triggered liberation theologians to turn to eco-theology.156 The
ecological shift came about as liberation theology responded to the external elements, such as
realizing the need for better development and outside event concept. Iain S. Maclean and Lois
Ann Lorentzen date Boff’s ecological turn between “the late 1980s and the early 1990s.”157
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However, Boff’s recollection of memory brings us a few years back. In an interview on
liberation ecology, Boff traces the beginning of his ecological concern back after the Vatican
gave him silentium order. “The imposition of ‘silentium obsequiosum’ in 1985 by the Vatican
forbade me from speaking and writing. That is when I began to study ecology, Earth science, and
their relation to human activity,” he recollects.158
Could Boff’s ecological concern be traced even earlier than 1985? There are three
writings related to ecology known to be written by him before 1980. Firstly, ERN entry mentions
an article in 1976 connecting Franciscan spirituality and an environmental crisis: Boff’s article is
“the political interpretation of liberation to the ecological issue… relating Franciscan spirituality
to the ecological crisis.” Iain S. Maclean describes that “Boff declared that humans are faced
with the choice of relating to things as ‘over things’ or as being ‘with things.’”159 Second, based
on this 1976 article, Boff wrote a book, St. Francis of Assisi, in 1981 (English translation is
1982). In the book, Boff finds in St. Francis both the interest in the poor and the creation.160
Third, even before that, in 1971, Boff wrote O evangelho do Cristo Cósmico (Petrópolis: Vozes),
meaning “The gospel of the Cosmic Christ” (not translated into English). In the book, Boff
shows that Christ’s meaning is not limited to human beings but the entire cosmos.
Given the fact that the year 1971 was when Gutierrez published his Liberation Theology
and only a year later was the first Earth Day, it is reasonable to conclude Boff’s ecological
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concern began very early in liberation theology’s history. This early date weakens above
mentioned Rosino Gibellini’s claim that the ecological turn came about after the Rio, at least in
Boff’s case. Of course, 1992’s Rio conference and other external factors have significantly
influenced Boff and other liberation theologians’ ecological shift. However, I argue that the
ecological turn is not something foreign to liberation theology itself. Boff’s Franciscan
spirituality since its initial stage has been in his theological project. Although it had not fully
developed due to the urgency of the liberation agenda, the interest for the poor and the concern
for the environment had met in his thought and been expressed in many published formats when
the time was right.161
Minjung theology’s turn?
Again, I must remind my readers that my focus is on minjung theology’s ecological turn,
which I will describe here only briefly and explicate later in chapter five. This chapter has aimed
to demonstrate how the minjung theology has evolved and failed to develop its ecological
insights. In contrast, I narrated main developments in Boff’s ecological turn because I wanted to
see if minjung theology could have something similar to liberation theology – external and
internal ecological seeds. Despite the current unfortunate ecological reality of minjung theology,
I argue that there are ecologically relevant elements in minjung theology. I will briefly mention
the elements that can be recontextualized in our time – (1) cosmic concept of the minjung, (2) chi
and life, and (3) Suh’s ecology. After examining neo-Calvinism in the next chapter and
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Gustafson in the following, I will explicate more on these three ecologically relevant elements
and bring them into life in our situation, along with the Dutch Reformed tradition.
First, the cosmic minjung. As it was discussed, the scope of minjung has been
expanded/reshaped as its generations progressed. When the creation is the most oppressed and
vulnerable one like the contemporary climate crisis, the tradition has not included non-human
nature as minjung successfully. Understandably, Ahn once said, “Minjung is a concept unique to
Koreans. Westerners cannot say, ‘We are also minjung.’”162 However, emphasizing locality and
specificity does not mean that the notion can always be broadened and expanded. Both Küster
and Sugirtharajah agree with this spirit of semper reformanda. The expansion of the concept of
minjung is not only possible but is demanded, given the urgency of the ecological crisis. Andrew
Sung Park and Wonhee Anne Joe were examples of such an expansion when they applied the
concept of han to nature. If such a generative notion is applied to nature, broadening the term
minjung is available.
Second, chi or ki. Küster defines “Korean ki or Chinese chi referred to as “breath” or
“life force,” as a crucial concept of Asian spirituality. The canalization of ki in the human body
plays an essential role in traditional medicine, as well as in martial arts.”163 Ahn had this interest
in ki early in his German stay, but he could not develop this theologically due to Korea’s dire
situation in the 1960s and 70s. Ahn comes back to this interest in chi, life, and cosmic power in
his later life. The related concept Salim was proposed during the 1990s to the Korean theological
field and became famous by Chung. For this antonym of “suffering,” Küster lists the meanings

162

Ahn, Stories of Minjung Theology, 28.

163

Küster, 77.

96
of the term “taking care of the household,” also “doing something good for others,” “sustainable
living together.”164
Third, Suh’s ecological insight. As stated above, Suh had a clear idea and interest in
ecology from a very early stage. He was aware of Lynn White’s thesis, Whitehead and process
theology, and Teilhard de Chardin. Suh took the ecological crisis in his time very seriously and
tried to answer this with his interest in Eastern religions, process theology, and panentheism.
Unfortunately, most of Suh’s writings remain untranslated and less introduced to English
readers. Moreover, his ecological insights, along with Ahn’s, were not developed due to the
time’s urgency. His understanding of the role of theologians, the priest of han, will be examined
in chapter five when I search for the role of theologians for nature.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I read minjung theology in conjunction with the liberation theology in
Latin America to have a more accurate view of this contextual theology – its failure and its
continued promise. Through the brief narrative of minjung theology’s history, I showed that the
organic and ecological perspective of humans in the first-generation had waned in the secondgeneration for political, economic, and social agenda.
The argument of this chapter was two-folds. First, minjung theology has lost ecological
insights significantly as it passed through the second-generation imagining inorganic and
unecological anthropology. Second, there were ecologically valuable insights into organic and
interdependent anthropology in the first-generation minjung theology. Therefore, we need to
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critically and creatively reinvigorate the ecological insights of the first-generation minjung
theology.
Revisiting or going back to the first-generation ecological insight does not mean that we
need to read their writings in our context simply – it is an anachronism. What I have in mind in
revisiting is a creative reinterpretation of their insights in our context. For example, Andrew
Sung Park and Wonhee Anne Joh’s interpretation of han is a good way of re-reading the
tradition. Expansion of minjung, reviving Suh’s ecological concern, and the notion of the priest
of han are other ways of doing it. Chapter five will take on this project. The purpose of this
chapter is to reveal the disinterest of minjung theology. Therefore, a more constructive part of the
dissertation should wait until chapter five.

CHAPTER IV
NEO-CALVINISM
This chapter will critically examine the Dutch reformed tradition, also known as neoCalvinism or Kuyperianism, which began in the Netherlands by theologian/statesman Abraham
Kuyper (1837-1920). Following John Calvin of the 16th century, this tradition has emphasized
God’s sovereignty and has been known (often negatively) for its emphasis on the predestination
of human souls. Given that, this tradition seems to be the last candidate for being
anthropocentric. Nevertheless, this chapter will demonstrate that the anthropocentric tendency is
found in the core themes of the Dutch reformed tradition.
After the tradition began in the Netherlands in the 19th century, it had been imported to
the United States through Dutch immigrants in the Midwest and the East coast. Academic
institutions for this religious tradition are (old) Princeton University, Calvin College,
Westminster Theological Seminary, and others.1 It was also taken up by South Koreans and
Korean American theologians who studied in these institutions and became known as the Dutch
heritage.2 Given the history of influence, the study on Dutch reformed theology is critical for
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this dissertation’s purpose – imagining an eco-theology for Korean American Presbyterian
Churches (hereafter KAPC).
To draw a contour of this tradition, I will read Abraham Kuyper’s masterpieces –
“Sphere Sovereignty” and Lectures on Calvinism.3 For anthropology in specific, I will read
Anthony A. Hoekema’s, Created in God’s Image.4 Through the critical reading, I argue that its
theology as a whole and its anthropology are ecologically imbalanced despite its emphasis on
responsible human stewardship over nature and in need of more relational anthropology. This
chapter will also be a preparatory work for chapter five that will revisit Kuyper’s thought to
recover his legitimacy in rekindling ecological concerns and providing theological insights to
KAPC.
Neo-Calvinism and its founder, Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920)5
The name “neo-Calvinism” was coined neither by Abraham Kuyper nor by his
colleagues. The term was first used pejoratively by his critics. However, Kuyper’s followers
positively appropriated the title neo-Calvinism to distinguish their theology from the original 16th
century Calvinism. Named after its founder Abraham Kuyper, this tradition is also known as
Kuyperianism. Given the influence of Kuyper and John Calvin in the formation of this tradition,
I will use the titles “the Dutch reformed,” “neo-Calvinism,” and “Kuyperianism”
interchangeably.
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Abraham Kuyper was a pastor/theologian, a politician, a journalist, a university
principal, and a prime minister of the Netherlands (1901-1905). He was born in 1837 in
Maassluis, the Netherlands as a son of a protestant minister, and he studied literature and
theology at the University of Leiden. There, J. H. Scholten, “a grandmaster of Dutch
modernism,”6 who held an absolute anti-supernaturalism, greatly influenced Kuyper. However,
sooner or later, Kuyper departed from his teacher’s modernistic and humanistic liberal teachings
and “converted” to orthodox Christianity through his wife Johanna and his parishioners’
influence. A reformed theologian Vincent Bacote refers to this as the first “conversion” in
Kuyper’s life.7
The second “conversion,” Bacote refers to, was when Kuyper became a public
theologian. From 1890 to 1905 was the “most fruitful” period regarding the publication of his
speech and writings to the general Dutch people and his engagement in politics. During this
period, Kuyper developed Christian democratic responses to his contemporary social issues.8
Well known from this period were a speech “The Problem of Poverty”9 at the First Christian
Social Congress and many other articles and books, including Lectures on Calvinism.
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To Evangelical protestant Christians, Abraham Kuyper is famous for his statement:
“There is not a single inch of the whole terrain of our human existence over which Christ ... does
not proclaim, ‘Mine!’”10 This slogan well summarizes Kuyper’s theology of God’s sovereignty,
proclaiming Christ’s lordship over every domain of life. The phrase also represents Kuyper’s
vigorous rejection of dualism and claims for the gospel’s wholeness in Christian life.
However, despite his theological contribution to the wholeness of the gospel, I argue that
both Kuyper and his successors have been unsuccessful in expanding the scope of God’s
sovereignty to the whole creation when they narrowly concentrated on the sphere of human
culture. When Kuyper developed his idea, the notion of Christ’s lordship remained heavily in the
realm of culture – government, church, and education. Nor did his successors expanded the
concept of sovereignty to non-human creation. Few exceptions are found only in recent neoCalvinistic eco-theologians such as Ernst M. Conradie, Calvin B. DeWitt, and Steven BoumaPrediger.11
Therefore, from an eco-theological perspective, I will critically but carefully read
Kuyper’s works to uncover the Kuyperian ecological apathy. Nevertheless, I will also note that
there are ecologically relevant sources from this tradition: pluriformity, common grace, and
sphere sovereignty. Chapter five will take these points up again that engages with minjung
theology and neo-Calvinism from an eco-theological perspective.
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First, why did Kuyper begin this theological movement called neo-Calvinism? In other
words, what motivated him to claim such a strong view of God’s lordship and Calvinism as an
all-encompassing life-system? It was the French revolution that Kuyper fought against. When
Kuyper began this theological movement, 19th century Europe’s spirit was dominated by the
French revolution’s humanism and atheism. As much as he was influenced by the intellectual
trend of the 19th century,12 Kuyper spells out the two “harmful” trends of the time – atheism and
(false) uniformity.13 Against these, Kuyper argues that Calvinism as a “life system”14 will
provide room for proper pluralism that is faithful to the reality of life compared to modernism’s
“false” uniformity and universalism that are “coercive.”
Kuyper refers to the French revolution as a form of atheism and argues that the
revolution overthrew a false uniformity of the empire (putting it as “the tyranny of Bourbons”)
only to replace it with another form of false uniformity.15 Kuyper’s rejection of the French
revolution is evident in his political career when he founded the Anti-Revolutionary Party and
later became a prime minister of the Netherlands in coalition with the Catholic Party in 1901.
Kuyper’s Anti-Revolution Party and the Catholic Party shared agenda to pass a bill to enable
state funds for parochial schools. Both saw that the state funds for denominations’ primary
schools would provide a needed diversity in the Netherlands’ education system. Otherwise, there
would only be a “coercive” uniformity in the form of a public school system, Kuyper supposed.
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The opposition to the uniformity puts Kuyper in a unique stance, making him arguably
an early postmodernist. James D. Bratt, a Kuyper scholar, finds a postmodern hint in Kuyper
when he celebrated “wild over tamed, the unplanned over the calculated, the free-forming over
the manufactured, the unique individual over the standardized type, and above all, the organic
over the mechanical.”16 Here, Bratt refers to Kuyper’s early article, “Uniformity: The Curse of
Modern Life,” which characterizes modern life as promoting false uniformity.17
Rejecting false uniformity and conformity while celebrating pluriformity is a recurring
theme in Kuyper’s writings/speeches throughout his career. In “Sphere Sovereignty,” an
inaugural speech of Free University, Kuyper ardently defended the plurality and independence
(therefore, co-existence without mixing) of various human spheres. In his much later writing,
Lectures of Calvinism, Kuyper maintains his rejection against the false uniformity. Therefore, to
better understand his political position (anti-revolution) and theological speculation (sphere
sovereignty), a study on Kuyper’s understanding of pluriformity and uniformity is necessary.
Pluriformity, a critique of false uniformity. The above-mentioned work, “Uniformity:
The Curse of Modern Life,” is Kuyper’s early speech done as a fourth in a series of lectures to
the Christian Young Men’s Club at Amsterdam in 1869. The upshot of the speech is that a true
uniformity lies in God’s sovereignty only. All created realm exists in diverse forms and has its
independent “sub-sovereignty.” Therefore, any human claim for universality or uniformity must
be rejected as false, Kuyper argues. James Bratt says that he can sense Kuyper’s romanticism,
medieval sentiment, and even postmodernism from the speech.18
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Throughout the speech, Kuyper keeps calling modernism a “false uniformity” or even a
“curse of uniformity.” Historically, this “yearning for false unity” has dominated world history
from Babel to world empires and finally epitomized in the French Revolution, as Kuyper
interprets.19 It is a “curse” because it contradicts what God laid out in the act of creation, the
multiformity of reality. Thus, Kuyper dismisses this coercive uniformity that suppresses life’s
diversity. Kuyper then bemoans the disappearance of differences and the suppression of
“multiformity” in every aspect of the Netherlands’ life in the 19th century that “everything has to
be equalized and leveled.”20
To support the argument, Kuyper first contrasts the streets in the Netherlands and North
America’s modern suburbs to praise the former, saying that it has – “looseness, narrowness, and
twists and curves” that mirrors the dynamics of life.21 Kuyper continues his criticism on mixing
life patterns between the old and young, male and female costume, and losing the uniqueness of
the Dutch language with the influence of foreign languages.
However, Kuyper does not oppose every type of uniformity. He rejects only the coercive
way of modernism. Kuyper strongly believes that true unity “is the ultimate goal of all the ways
of God.”22 Although there are variations and changes in nature and human society, this diversity
orients toward an ultimate goal – true uniformity. In Kuyper’s word, “the deep meaning of the
whole of divine revelation is that the ways of God lead from all this diversity toward unity, out
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of this chaos toward order.”

23

Therefore, it can be safely said, while affirming diversity and

pluriformity, Kuyper maintains “order” and “unity” in God’s sovereignty.
Of course, there is a pitfall in Kuyper’s view on diversity to be taken as division or
separation between diverse classes, the genders, or races. If this type of “differentiated” thinking
is politically highjacked, it may be misused as a theological legitimatization of social
discrimination – apartheid in South Africa from 1948-1994.24 Not exclusively Kuyper’s
influence, but there have been researches done on the historical connection between the Dutch
reformed church’s emphasis on “separation” or “differentiation” and the Apartheid regime in
South Africa.25 To be fair, this differentiation idea did not create the apartheid regime or
society’s preceding racist attitude; however, it theologically justified the regime. Of course,
simply reading Kuyper as supporting apartheid thinking does not do justice to his rich insights
because as much as he emphasizes diversity or the differentiated principle, Kuyper always
understands it within the frame of true uniformity.
Against the coercive way of “modernism,” Kuyper observes that there is an “infinite
diversity, an inexhaustible profusion of variations that strikes and fascinates you in every domain
of nature.”26 From his observation of nature, Kuyper draws a norm – creation is diverse, so must
human society be. Diversity is not only found in the pattern of creation but also serves as a norm.
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27

Kuyper claims that diversity serves the progress and the prosperity of human religious life.

This insight brings a positive evaluation over the creational diversity – as was given by the will
of God. Therefore, it is plausible to conclude that Kuyper’s insight into pluriformity is not
accidental but essential in his whole project.
Regrettably, though, Kuyper’s successors overall did not seem to inherit his
understanding of diversity and its significance in creation. Of course, it is a Kuyperian
contribution for the church to expand the realm of God’s work to every domain of life. However,
they did not fully include the non-human creation as its motto “Mine” proclaimed. This is partly
due to Kuyper’s focus on social structures such as family, church, government, education,
merchant, labor, media, the arts, etc.
Even Kuyper himself has a limited outlook in praising diversity and critiquing
uniformity only within a culture or human society. Therefore, to revive Kuyper’s ecologically
valuable thought, his readers must contextualize his thinking.28 The primary purpose of this
chapter is to demonstrate that the discussions of “critique of uniformity,” “common grace,” and
“sphere sovereignty” have been narrowly human-centered. Thus, I will continue the critical
reading of Kuyper’s two other concepts – common grace and sphere sovereignty.
Common Grace. This theological concept is not Kuyper’s original invention. Nor is he
the only neo-Calvinist who had dealt with the notion. Even among neo-Calvinists, Herman
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Bavinck’s Common Grace (De Algemene Genade, 1894) was published ten years earlier than
Kuyper’s Common Grace (De Gemeene Gratie, 1904).29 Bavinck’s argument is more scholarly
and precise;30 Kuyper’s had a broader influence among the lay audiences because most of his
writings were originally published in newspaper article series through De Heraut and De
Standaard.31
Reading Kuyper’s understanding of common grace from an ecological perspective, the
chapter “Common Grace” in Bratt’s edited book Abraham Kuyper provides a succinct but
accurate summary of Kuyper’s whole idea.32 Also, to point out Kuyper’s position on common
grace in the tradition, Hoekema’s brief historical survey on common grace is a valuable source.
This section will introduce Kuyper’s understanding of common grace that is coherent to the
reformed tradition dating back to John Calvin, Kuyper’s unique contribution to the notion. I
argue that his understanding of common grace remains anthropocentric in scope.
A theological concept, “common grace,” presupposes the presence of sin. In other
words, the concept is introduced to deal with the evident existence of good in the broken and
fallen world. This impulse is found in the way the reformed theologians discuss common grace
in their writings. Hoekema, whom I will discuss later in this chapter, addresses common grace in
a chapter that deals with “the restraint of sin.”33 The subtitle of Kuyper’s book Common Grace
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is God’s Gift for a Fallen World. These examples show that they considered common grace as a
way to harmonize the problem of sin and God’s sovereignty. If the effect of human sin is
immense and expansive, how does the human community still exist, and how the existence of
good and excellence in such a world possible?
This tension has been a constant theological inquiry in Christian history.34 St. Augustine
regarded the existence of good and excellence in the art as nothing but splendid vices, saying that
“moral character in the ancient Romans which earned from the true God … although they did not
worship him” is, in the end, a vice.35 The pagans may excel in moral quality, and their artistic
skills are undeniably virtuous. However, without true religion, all these seemingly virtues are
simply vices, Augustine concludes.36 Later in the 16th century, John Calvin had a more
affirmative understanding of these pagan virtues. On human knowledge of “terrestrial and
celestial,” Calvin comments that “the rise of this knowledge of things terrestrial, first, that we
may see how human nature, notwithstanding of its fall, is still adorned by God with excellent
endowments.”37 He adds, “but we ought to consider, that, notwithstanding of the corruption of
our nature, there is some room for divine grace, such grace as, without purifying it, may lay it
under internal restraint.”38 Calvin has a more positive stance toward the existence of the good in
the fallen world, saying there is room for divine grace. Later scholars coined the term “common
grace” to express Calvin’s thought and distinguishes it from the saving grace.
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Abraham Kuyper dealt with the same question of good and beauty outside the church.
He wrote on this topic through the newspaper, De Heraut, of which he was an editor. The articles
became three-volume, De Gemeene Gratie.39 Kuyper begins this series by giving two options
that he could not identify with: “deny all this good…and join the ranks of the Anabaptist,” or
“suggest that fallen humanity had not fallen so deeply after all and thereby succumb to the
Arminian heresy.”40 Instead, Kuyper notices that Calvin saw the common grace as God’s way of
responding to the sin of humans without destroying his creation – “grace is operative outside the
church, too, among the heathen, in the midst of the world.”41 Theologically speaking, common
grace emerges from God’s character – endurance. God’s patient endurance for human sins.42
With Calvin, Kuyper finds a way to harmonize the presence of good and the fallen humanity’s
reality.
Common grace is a background or a context of divine saving grace: without the former,
saving grace is impossible. For instance, the elect could not be born nor see the light without
common grace. Kuyper affirms, “special grace presupposes common grace. Without common
grace, special grace cannot play its role.”43 God preserves the created world through common
grace. However, common grace has a limited role and does not eliminate the divine rage but
simply relieves it or checks the power of sin.44
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Kuyper’s contribution to this tradition is that he takes a more positive stance and
systematizes the notion. This becomes clear considering that theologians in this tradition have
diverse stances toward common grace despite its significance. Let me take examples of two other
Dutch reformed theologians: Klaas Schilder and Herman Hoeksema. Hoeksema (1886-1965) and
Schilder (1890-1952) are vigorous opponents against the notion of common grace; Kuyper is
affirmative.
During the early 20th century in the United States, Christian Reformed pastors Herman
Hoeksema and Hanry Danhof raised their voices against the common grace notion. Their claim
was that grace is always particular, never common. They maintained that every activity of the
reprobates (non-elect) or the unregenerate, however it seems virtuous, is sin. In response, the
Christian Reformed Church of North America’s synod in 1924 adopted three points against
Hoeksema’s. The synod’s decision clarified that God shows his common grace aside from the
saving grace. Through the common grace, God restrains the power of sin in the world, and the
unregenerate can perform “civil good.” Rejected by the synod, Hoeksema and Danhof departed
the denomination and made their own denomination, The Protestant Reformed Church in
America.
History repeats on the other side of the Atlantic. Klaas Schilder in the Netherlands
brought up an almost identical argument with Hoeksema’s, questioning the common grace
notion that Kuyper defended a century ago. According to Schilder, the term “grace” appears in
the Bible only in the context of forgiveness of sins. Therefore, the use of “common” is
problematic and even unbiblical, Schilder contended. His speculation ignited a long debate that
needed the decision of the General Synod of Gereformeerde Kerken (meaning “Reformed
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Churches”) in 1940 and 1943. The synod on both occasions affirmed the notion of common
grace.45
In contrast to these rejections, Kuyper affirmed the existence of common grace and
attributed a positive function to it. His positive stance is best seen in Ernst Conradie’s three traits
of Kuyper’s common grace understanding. First, the purpose of common grace is the restraint of
sin to preserve God’s creation, not to undo the effects of sin. Thus, it is called the preservative
function. Second, common grace becomes a necessary condition for salvation history. Third,
common grace has a positive function that is enabling humanity’s flourishing and history’s
progress.46 The first two are passive, and the last is positive.
Kuyper refers to these first and second traits as passive or “constant” and the third
active, positive, or even “progressive.” Being constant means that it maintains the God-created
world by checking the power or the curse of sin; progressive means that it contributes to the
actual development of human life and flourishing.47 While the former two do not require human
contributions in the function of grace, humans work together with God in the third, progressive
function. The constant (passive) aspect of common grace works in the whole universe, whereas
the active (progressive) aspect applies strongly (almost exclusively) to human culture and
civilization. Despite the difference in aspects, all three approve of the presence of common grace
and affirms its function in creation. The above-narrated topography of the Dutch Reformed
theologians puts Kuyper on the most affirmative side among the Dutch Reformed theologians.
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Kuyper’s contribution to the tradition is so clear and significant that his opponents
inflated that he did not elaborate but “invented” the doctrine.48 In addition to acknowledging its
existence and giving a more positive role to the common grace, Kuyper’s contribution to the
common grace understanding is that he systematized the notion. Kuyper distinguishes two
manifestations of grace and systematically explains the operating realms of each grace – saving
grace and temporal restraining grace.49 The former applies to the elect only, the latter to the
whole world (both elect and non-elect).
Kuyper observes and agrees that the common grace has been understood as the
background of the elects’ salvation. In this, the individual-elects become the purpose of the
whole universe; common grace that operates in the whole universe becomes the background or
the means for human salvation. These two graces operate in different realms and are in a
hierarchical relationship with each other (purpose-means). Despite this, however, two graces
exist in a close relationship; as Kuyper puts it simply, “without the latter, the former cannot
function.”50 In this, common grace does not remain as a mere context or a background. Instead,
it carries the significance of enabling the special grace, making its existence possible.
The discussion of common grace in Kuyper is closely linked with the Holy Spirit’s role
in creation. Here, Kuyper may be contrasted with another reformed theologian, Arnold van Ruler
(1908-1970). While Kuyper affirmed the broader scope of the Holy Spirit’s work, van Ruler saw
the holy spirit working in the realm of the nation and culture, especially in the covenant human
groups. Bacote argues that van Ruler “limits the Spirit’s indwelling in nations and cultures to
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In contrast, Kuyper understands the indwelling of the holy

spirit more broadly that includes even the non-elect. Bacote sees that “Kuyper would certainly
acknowledge that the Spirit indwells nations and cultures that relate to the covenant in some way,
his perspective, such as on the arts, leads to the implication that the Spirit can indwell nations
and cultures that are not self-consciously related to the covenant of Israel.”52 This is
undoubtedly a broader perspective on the work of the Holy Spirit that covers even those outside
the covenant relationship with God.
Moreover, Kuyper’s discussion of the Spirit’s work goes beyond the human realms, both
elect and non-elect. Kuyper’s earlier writing, The Work of the Holy Spirit,53 written seven years
before Common Grace, describes three functions of the Holy Spirit in non-human creation –
perfecting, animating, and restraining creation.54 First, the Spirit leads the creation to its telos –
the glory of God. Kuyper himself says, “to lead the creature to its destiny, to cause it to develop
according to its nature, to make it perfect, is the proper work of the Holy Spirit.” Second, the
Holy Spirit gives lives to “biophysical order.” It is an animating spirit. Third, the Spirit restraints
the power of sin so that the world does not fall into destruction. This is what Kuyper later in
Common Grace refers the “constant” function. It must be noted that all these three functions are
described playing in non-human creation, the whole universe.55 From this, it is plausible to
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conclude that Kuyper pays significant attention to common grace or the Holy Spirit’s work in
non-human creation.
However, while Kuyper preserves the theological significance of common grace and the
Holy Spirit's work in the whole universe, he still allocates the positive or active role almost
exclusively to human culture. In other words, the positive function plays more in the humansocial realm. The common grace in non-human creation has only a restraining function while it
has a progressive or positive role in developing human culture. Also, humans are seen as
decisive and indispensable in fulfilling creation’s telos.56 The creation’s potential is to be
revealed through the flourishing humans and their culture. In Kuyper’s words, “humans play a
vital role in leading creation to its telos.”57 Nature itself remains stable and passive, waiting to
be fulfilled its destiny. Leading nature to its telos is human agents’ task.
As seen in this framework, nature has a minor role to play. Humans are the elected
subjects in creation. Instead of placing humans as an integral part of nature organically, Kuyper
pictures humans as leading creation to its telos. Nature is described as incomplete without
humans, unable to reach its ultimate goal. Also, among the three traits of common grace
Conradie lists above, the third (positive and enabling) function remains heavily human-centered.
Kuyper’s interest has remained positive, cultural common grace than passive, constant, common
grace in the creation. When discussing creation, Kuyper talks about the possibilities (ought to be)
of creation achieved by the human culture. The creation is hardly discussed without the works of
humans.
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Sphere sovereignty is more of Kuyper’s original idea than common grace. Through the
concept, Kuyper tries to demonstrate the uniqueness or the diversity of each sphere in a plural
world while holding a belief in unified authority. Sphere sovereignty is the title of the speech
Kuyper delivered at an inauguration ceremony of Vrije Universiteit (Free University) at De
Nieuke Kerk (New Church) in Amsterdam in 1880. The upshot of the notion is that there are
various spheres in God’s creation, and each sphere has its independent sovereignty or authority
that other spheres cannot intervene.58 According to the God-given order, a sphere should not
intervene or penetrate other spheres but is mandated to flourish within its boundary. The notion
affirms the diversity of spheres in society, in which the government or the church is merely one
of the spheres. The idea is continuously found in Kuyper’s writings: as early as “Uniformity: The
Curse of Modern Life” (1869) and as late as Lectures on Calvinism (1898).59
With this concept, Kuyper intends to reject unnecessary state intervention into other
spheres and guarantee independence and diversity. James Bratt summarizes this well by “distinct
form for a distinct life.”60 Also, “differentiated responsibility” captures the objective of the
theory.61 The intervention of the political sphere to the church is refuted; in the same manner,
ecclesial intervention to science or education is prohibited. A good illustration is the name of the
Free University that Kuyper founded. In the inauguration speech, Kuyper spells out that the
name means freedom of the school from the state and the church intervention.62 According to
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each sphere’s created orders (of course, these orders are not identical), various spheres have
sovereignties and should flourish in a relationship with God individually. Therefore, “distinct
form for a distinct life.”
Kuyper introduces the theory of sphere sovereignty to emphasize the necessity to resist
“government’s suppression” over all other spheres. Kuyper understands that politics must not be
a sovereign king over all other spheres, but only one player endowed its authority from the
creator, God. Thus, state sovereignty must be confined to only a sub-sovereignty. Since “each of
the other spheres has its integrity,” the government should respect the other sphere’s sovereignty
as well.63 In other words, the state does not “ordain” the orders to individual spheres but simply
acknowledges them. Kuyper’s radical and progressive motivation is found here – attempting to
deal with the tension between unity and plurality. If common grace gives an insight into
nature/creation’s inherent value, sphere sovereignty instructs us that nature is an independent, not
subordinate (while interdependent) sphere. Let us examine the definitions of sphere and
sovereignty in order.
Since Kuyper does not define sphere, a reformed theologian Richard Mouw can be of
help here. He says, “[A sphere] is an arena where interactions take place, and where some sort of
authority is exercised.”64 Like a marketplace or school, this is where individual members
interact (commercial or educational). There is an authority in school to maintain a particular
order; the marketplace also has authority to regulate commerce. The expression “some sort of”
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means that the authority is not absolute, although independent. A sphere has “some sort of
authority,” not an absolute.
Absolute authority is undivided/primordial sovereignty that originates from one ultimate
God. Then it becomes pluriform (or deduced/divided) as coming down to the human realms. It is
due to “the division of life into spheres” that sovereignties deduced into each sphere.65 Because
of this division, each sphere becomes unique and independent. However, the division does not
mean that the spheres exist irrelevant to each other. They are closely interconnected in an
“infinitely structured organism” as cogwheels and mutually influencing each other.66 Thus,
despite the theoretical uniqueness and independence, in reality, there are situations in one sphere
that would intervene in other spheres.
Kuyper is ambiguous when describing the particular spheres, i.e., what are they and
whether there can be more spheres added as society progresses. In Lectures on Calvinism,
Kuyper spells out science, art, agriculture, industry, commerce, navigation, family, human
relationship, and government.67 Earlier in the same book, he also lists threefold deduced
supremacy (i.e., sovereignty) – the State, Society, and the Church.68
Kuyper defines sovereignty as “the authority that has the right and the duty to exercise
power to break all resistance to its [nation’s] will and to avenge such resistance.”69 Since Kuyper
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all other sovereignties ought to be referred

to as tentative, “sub-sovereignty,” or “deduced sovereignty.” The sovereignty that each sphere
has is the power to “resist” the intervention from outside and the “power to break all resistance to
its will and avenge such resistance.”71 It is the power to rule only within the realm and to resist
external interventions. For instance, when the government intervenes in church or education
against the intervened spheres’ will, it means that they have the right and duty to resist
government intervention.
A specific principle or the law rules each domain or sphere; this will guarantee the
independence of nature, person, society, thought, conscience, and faith. Kuyper remarks:
Thus, there is a domain of nature in which the sovereign exerts power upon matter
according to fixed laws. Nevertheless, there is also a domain of the personal, of the
domestic, of the scientific, of the social, and the ecclesiastical life, each of which obeys
its law of life, and each subject to its head. There is a domain of thought in which no law
may prevail except the law of logic. A domain of conscience where none may exercise
sovereign rule except the Holy One. And finally, a domain of faith within whose limits
only the individual is sovereign, and through that faith consecrates himself with his
whole being.72
Although each sphere is independent and must not be intervened in theory, it has only
“some sort of” authority, as mentioned above. Of course, there is room for state intervention,
although only exceptionally. The government has a unique place in society playing its
sovereignty “between spheres” and “within the sphere.” Who would intervene in this between
space when the spheres of education and church collide and are in tension? It is the government,
Kuyper says.
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Going back to the cogwheel analogy, there are situations when the cogwheels jerk and
break each other and thus interfere “with the progress of the whole.”73 The situation requires the
government’s “intervention.” Kuyper gives three cases when government interventions are
allowed:
the reason for existence of a special sphere of authority in the Authority of the State,
which must provide for these various spheres…a felicitous interaction, and to keep them
within the pale of justice; and which also, since one’s personal life can be depressed by
the group in whose midst one lives, must shield the individual from the domain of his
sphere.74
In sum, state authority can and should intervene to promote a propitious interaction,
keep them in justice, and protect individuals from the danger of group.75 The government’s role
remains minimal, and it intervenes only “between” the spheres, whereas “inside” spheres, the
government’s authority can work the minimal way in exceptional and urgent cases. The
government should play a role in bringing harmony and balance between conflicting spheres. In
addition to the mediating role, the government can (in a minimal manner) intervene a particular
sphere to prevent the oppression of the group over the weak and needy individuals. Therefore, it
is reasonable to conclude that Kuyper attributes specific positive roles to the government.
Then a question arises. Is Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty giving too much or too little role
to the government?76 Mouw claims that, although the motivation includes political checks on the
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government, there is more to it.

77
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government” would be enough to describe Kuyper’s project. According to Mouw, sphere
sovereignty is drawing our attention to the bigger frame of God-created human society, of which
politics/government is a part, not sovereign over other parts.
Here Mouw finds Kuyper’s “affirmation to de-centralization and pluriformity” saying
Kuyper’s God has “a distinct bias in favor of diversity in the creation.”78 In other words, the
importance of diversity in society while maintaining a certain level of uniformity. It coheres with
Kuyper’s earlier theme of “celebration of variety” in “Uniformity: The Curse of Modern Life,”
as was demonstrated above.79
Here I want to note that Kuyper’s diversity differs from the postmodern affirmation of
diversity, and this is where Kuyper’s has some ecological values. Kuyper sees the diversity in
culture was already implied in the created order – diversity in order. Mouw comments, “As
Kuyper set forth his understanding of that perspective, he placed a strong emphasis on the
ordered creation as the fundamental context for grasping the proper place of any given sphere.”80
With this concept of diversity in the created order, Kuyper maneuvers between oppressive
biological reductionism and chaotic relativism. Chapter five will explore more how Kuyper’s
position can be a ground for normative ecological diversity.
Despite this ecological potential of Kuyper’s affirmation on diversity, his assertion
remains within the realm of human culture. As was listed above, the spheres Kuyper accounts
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were only of human culture – government, church, science, art, merchant, industry, voyage, or
politics.81 His references to nature/creation are occasional at best. Rather than being respected as
an independent sphere, nature recedes as a background on which human culture develops and
salvation history unfolds.
Of course, it may be an anachronism to critique him as not presenting an ecological
vision required in our days because he also was “a person of his day.”82 However, it is also a
great misfortune that his otherwise robust view on God’s sovereignty over the whole creation
does not carry universal scope in sphere sovereignty discussion. If there is no square inch over
which God proclaims mine, nature should be considered his square inch as well. However, from
Kuyper’s usage of the term, we can observe that he mostly limits the discussion within human
“cultural” spheres, over which God’s sovereignty rules.
Kuyper finds that there is all-encompassing cosmology in Calvinism – “the Sovereignty
of the Triune God over the whole cosmos in all its spheres and kingdoms, visible and
invisible.”83 Here he appears to find God’s sovereignty reaching as big as the whole universe.
However, he then quickly moves onto the discussion on threefold “deduced” sovereignty in the
state, society, and the church. Nowhere in the lecture, Kuyper elaborates on the sovereignty in
non-human or non-social areas of the cosmos. Sovereignty appears to exist only where humans
live.84
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Moreover, in Kuyper’s understanding, each sphere necessarily requires the genius or the
master representing the sphere’s God-given order since the order or the sub-sovereignty was
given to human representatives in each sphere. In Kuyper’s word, “God rules in these spheres,
just as supremely and sovereignly through his chosen virtuosi, as He exercises dominion in the
sphere of the State itself, through his chosen magistrates.”85 Virtuosi or magistrates are
mediators through which God exercises his ultimate sovereignty. The master or genius – the
endowed recipient of God’s absolute sovereignty – are scholars, businesspersons, artists, or
heads of the house, and they must be human.86 Although Kuyper endorses individual spheres’
organic nature within society, it is advocated as long as it remains within human society.87
God’s sovereignty hardly goes beyond human culture – moral, science, commerce, art, family,
and society.
Lastly, when Kuyper talks about the duty to resist (or moral resilience) government
intervention in each sphere (beyond its role in between spheres), the focus is again heavily
bounded to human society.88 Topics such as human intervention in the natural environment are
barely imagined. If the sovereignty of nature is violated, who would protect or intervene? What
roles can the government play in the violation of God’s creation? If human genius exercises a
vicarious role, what would that be? Those are neither asked nor answered, even though nature in
Kuyper’s understanding is a significant field in which God’s Holy Spirit unfolds his ministry.
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This part has discussed Kuyper’s neo-Calvinism’s key concepts, such as pluriformity,
common grace, and sphere sovereignty. Through the research, it becomes clear that these
concepts remain anthropocentric in their scope and interest and narrowly confined in the realms
of human culture. Now, I will turn to a critical reading of reformed anthropology – an image of
God and the steward.
Reformed Anthropology – Anthony A. Hoekema
This section explores theological anthropology: how the Dutch Reformed anthropology
differs from the modern Cartesian view of atomized and independent individuals but still hovers
over a human being detached from (often superior to) the rest of creation. This section will
describe the contours of the Dutch reformed anthropology, reveal what anthropocentric tendency
is found, and uncover the potential for a reformed eco-theology. To demonstrate this, I will draw
on Anthony A. Hoekema’s book, Created in God’s Image,89 and engage with James Gustafson’s
notion of participation to indicate where this tradition stands in the spectrum of the human
relation to nature.
Hoekema was born in the Netherlands and immigrated to the United States, where he
studied at Calvin College (BA), Calvin Seminary (Th.M), and Princeton Theological Seminary
(Th.D). He served Christian Reformed Church denomination as a pastor and a systematic
theology professor at Calvin Seminary. Hoekema’s theological anthropology affirms humans’
dual aspects: human beings as created but free.90
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However, overall, Hoekema still maintains a hierarchical view of humans as an
exclusive image of God. He expresses that humans “uniquely” or “only humans” are the image
of God. This understanding goes back to his neo-Calvinist predecessor – Herman Bavinck, who
says, “man does not bear or have the image of God; he is the image of God” and “All creatures
reveal traces of God, but the only man is the image of God.”91 There is a qualitative difference
between the resemblances of nature and man to God. Man reflects or represents God more than
any other beings in the whole creation to the extent that it is regarded as an almost exclusive
image of God: “To be in the image of God, therefore, must be an indication of what is unique
about humankind.”92
This anthropocentrism becomes apparent when Hoekema describes the threefold
relationship – to God, fellowmen, and creation. This threefold relationship is so exclusive of
humans that “we ascribe to man a relationship found in no other creature, probably not even the
angels.”93 Not only is this unique to humans, but also an indispensable aspect of humans.
Hoekema sees this relatedness as an essence of being human, without which we neither have full
knowledge of ourselves nor become human: “We cannot understand man apart from his
inescapable relatedness to God and his fellowmen.”94
In the historical study of the understanding of the image, Hoekema surveys Irenaeus,
Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin, Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and G. C. Berkouwer.95 Hoekema
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expects that both Barth and Brunner would reject the understanding that God’s image is found in
man’s rational capacity.96 The image of God is not present in some objective and disinterested
reason. Both would find the image of God in “the area of man’s relation to God, his
responsibility to God, and the possibility of fellowship with God.”97 The essence of man, which
is God’s image, is “relational,” and it presupposes “the object of the relation.” Man can freely
decide to love God, and this capacity enables the relationship of “I-Thou.”98 Brunner asserts that
whether man denies, misuses, or affirms the responsibility toward God, “responsibility is part of
the unchangeable structure of man’s being.”99
Brunner distinguishes the “formal” image from the “material” image. God’s formal
image is the human capacity to respond to God, regardless of the content of the response. This is
the essence of a human that was not lost even after the fall. In other words, we “respond” to God
whether we praise him or deny him. What is lost after the fall is the material image, our specific
responses whether we glorify or dishonor God. In other words, human remains to be “the
responder” to God even after the fall. The same goes for our horizontal relationship – we are
destined to relate or respond, but the manner of relating is distorted or lost. We use or manipulate
others as a means for our selfish benefits.
While Barth had a bitter dispute with Brunner over the concept of natural law, Barth is
seen as in alliance with Brunner on relational anthropology. From Genesis 1:27, where it says,
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“God created man and woman in his image,” Barth induces the “existence in confrontation.”

100

Man and woman, man and man, woman and woman, are in this “I-Thou” relations. A human
being is in a confrontation relation, and this makes humans the image of God.
Berkouwer may be the least known among the Hoekema’s lineup of relational
anthropology. Berkouwer was born in 1903 and was a systematic theology professor from 1945
to 1973 at Free University (Kuyper founded). Like Barth and Brunner, Berkouwer finds God’s
image, not in reason or intellect but relationality.101 Despite this agreement in relational
anthropology, however, Berkouwer differs from Brunner and Barth when he rejects the reformed
distinction of the broad and the narrow image of God.
Reformed theologians distinguish between the broad and the narrow image of God while
identifying what is preserved after the fall. The broad meaning of image includes both our
physical and rational capacity, whereas the narrow meaning means only rational capacity. Our
physical body is an image of God only in the broad sense. The reformed theologians generally
agree with the division and regard that the broad meaning is maintained, whereas the narrow
meaning is destroyed after the fall. For example, Graham Machen sees that only human reason
and spirituality are God’s image and claims that our physical body is only part of God’s image at
best. Therefore, the image of God, which is reason and spirituality, is not destroyed but
preserved.
However, Berkouwer rejects this distinction and holds that both the broad and narrow
meanings of God’s image had been destroyed after the fall.102 Among five reasons Berkouwer
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rejects this division, the first and second are worth noting. First, Berkouwer criticizes that the
attempt to describe God’s image in broad meaning leads us to abstract philosophical speculation
such as reason, morality, or freedom. It leads to the second reason that says once we describe the
image of God as “essence” or “being,” we are in danger of putting the relatedness simply as
“appendix.”103 These are about the absence of relationality in emphasizing the division of the
broad and narrow images. Therefore, although Berkouwer differs from Barth and Brunner, his
emphasis is still on the relatedness of God’s image. They find the image of God in our
relatedness to God and others.
Distancing himself from both Berkouwer and Machen, Hoekema argues that the image
of God (broad) after the fall has been preserved, and the physical body is not excluded from the
image. Hoekema maintains that the structural aspect (essential – whether reason as an image of
God) and functional aspects (whether the act of worship, act of loving image of God) should be
seen together. Through the survey of Barth, Brunner, and Berkouwer, Hoekema indicates that the
reformed understanding of the human as an image of God differs from abstract reason or will but
the loving relationship with God and fellow humans.104
However, this relatedness carries different nuances or less importance in the third
dimension – toward nature. Despite relational anthropology, human relation is described
predominantly with God and other fellowmen. Toward nature, Hoekema illustrates this
relationship as hierarchical, saying, “to be a human being is to rule over nature.”105 Therefore,
although he acknowledges a human relationship with nature and puts it as an integral part of
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being humans, it is not mutual or interdependent but one-directional or hierarchical. Human rules
over nature, not the other way around. Hoekema gladly endorses this stratified relation as not
merely a “side effect” of reformed anthropology, but an essential aspect of the image – “the
man’s having been given dominion over the earth is an essential aspect of the image of God.”106
Of course, the ruling model in the reformed perspective is not an unchecked despotism.
Instead, it means to develop the potential of the creation and the culture that glorifies God.
Hoekema continues that we must be “servants” and to “conserve natural resources and to make
the best possible use of them.” It means to be “stewards of the earth and of all that is in it,”
explicitly concerning “the erosion of the soil, the wanton destruction of forests, the irresponsible
use of energy, the pollution of rivers and lakes, and the pollution of the air we breathe.”107 He
also notices the interconnectedness of three dimensions: “When we love the neighbor, and when
we work responsibly with God’s creation, we are at the same time serving God.”108 It seems that
his view of humans in relation to nature lies somewhere around stewardship, dominion, and
hierarchy.
To understand the difference between the models of anthropologies, James Gustafson’s
typology in A Sense of Divine is beneficial. Since a detailed discussion of Gustafson’s typology
and his “participation anthropology” concept will be discussed in the next chapter, I will only
briefly summarize his sorting of the human relation to nature – despotism, dominion,
stewardship, subordination, and participation.
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Despotism: Humans seen as a despot who can do whatever s/he pleases. The natural
environment can be exploited by his/her whim and becomes simply a tool for human benefit. “It
is the utilitarian stance radicalized to the nth degree,” in Gustafson’s word.109 This model sees
humans closer to God between God and nature. About the religious contribution of this view,
Gustafson cautiously acknowledges, “Despotism was not endorsed, but given other conditions
than religious beliefs, moves toward that ideal-type could occur with the approval of many
people.”110
Dominion: Gustafson points out that while Lynn White criticizes this view, White
critiqued is a despotism. While a human despot does to nature as his/her property, humans in
the dominion model rule over God’s originally belonged. Therefore, the human attitude toward
nature must be of respect. In this respect, Gustafson sees the dominion model’s affinity with its
adjacent model, the stewardship. However, whereas it is a gift (ownership transferred to
humans), the stewardship model sees the ownership is still in God’s hand. This model has the
potential to develop in either direction – despotism or stewardship.111 The biblical foundation
is found in Genesis 1:28 – fill, subdue, and rule over the earth. Nature is a gift from God.
Although we are not obliged in any matter to the gift, religious or ethically speaking, we are
responsible for the gift in a strictly legal sense.
Stewardship: Gustafson positions his view – participation – between stewardship and
subordination model. In Gustafson’s view, the stewardship model has been “the most preferred
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natural environment is not a gift but a loan. The ownership is still in God’s hand; we must care
for it and ought to return it to the master.
Subordination: If dominion and stewardship demand respect for nature, this view
requests reverence. Everything that exists has the will to live, and we are to have reverence for
lives. Gustafson mentions that the title is somewhat misleading since this view does not suppose
any hierarchy between forms of living. Albert Schweitzer and E. O. Wilson share some aspects
of this model. It is clear from Gustafson’s presentation that he disagrees with this mode that
recognizes nature without human intervention remains in equilibrium.113
Participation in nature: After examining four alternatives that he thinks inappropriate or
lacking, Gustafson introduces his view – participation. He draws this perspective not from the
biblical account but the scientific observation. We did neither create ourselves nor decide our
destiny. We are not a despot of nature since we do not have perfect control over the natural
environment. We are not in perfect dominion over nature. This limitedness of humans “evokes
religious, affective sensibilities.”114 Nature in which human participates is not something static
nor immutable; it is in a dynamic process. Humans “participate in the patterns and processes of
the interdependence of life in the world.”115
Thus summarized, where then does Hoekema’s anthropology lie in the spectrum? Let
me use the method of elimination. Hoekema does not see non-human creation as merely given to
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humans, as something can be exploited however human despot pleases. In the meantime, his
view differs from the subordination model. He emphasizes the right relationship with the
environment and their relationship with God. Hoekema does not consider nature a bigger picture
to which humans participate as an organic part, as the participation model understands. Part of
this is because of Hoekema’s historic (salvation history) understanding – humans and the cosmos
move toward its salvific telos – ultimate perfection of the whole creation as God planned. This
weakens the emphasis on nature and its inherent value. Nature is not something that is not
enough on its own, so that it must reach its telos to have value and significance. Therefore, it
resembles best a stewardship model.
As Gustafson acknowledges, the stewardship model has been the most preferred
approach in Western Christianity.116 It differs from a despot and dominion model. It also does
not subordinate humans under nature. However, if Gustafson’s warning of the dominion model
to move to the adjacent model is valid, the opposite is possible as well. When only humans are
seen as an exclusive image of God, it prepares humans to stand in a hierarchical and often
arrogant position over the rest of the natural world. Moreover, when the stewardship model
emphasizes the relationship to become hierarchical, like “to be a human is to rule over nature,” it
risks becoming a dominion model.
Conclusion
This chapter has discussed three central concepts in the Abraham Kuyper and the Dutch
reformed anthropology presented by Hoekema. Despite the theocentric emphasis of tradition in
all these concepts, the anthropocentric tendency is undeniable. Gustafson uncovers this
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anthropocentric tendency even in the most theocentric theological system, and neo-Calvinism is
not an exception.
However, despite this sustained affirmation of anthropocentrism, there are resources
worth reviving in neo-Calvinism. Although the tradition has limited the concept within the nonsalvific realm, this explains the cosmic scope of God’s grace and the positive aspects of the
physical and created realm. Also, from Kuyper’s early thought, an affirmation of diversity or
pluriformity is found. We find Kuyper’s motivation to explain both the ultimate unity (absolute
sovereignty of God) and diversity in reality (spheres’ independent sovereignty) from the sphere
sovereignty. If this has any eco-theological significance, it would be the insight that everything is
interconnected and has ultimate unity in diversity.

CHAPTER V
JAMES M. GUSTAFSON’S THEOCENTRIC PERSPECTIVE
The previous two chapters examined two theological sources of Korean American
Presbyterian Churches (KAPC hereafter) – minjung theology and neo-Calvinism. Although these
two have quite different theological orientations, I have demonstrated that it is reasonable to put
them into the same category of anthropocentrism. Of course, they have resources worth reviving
in this ecological crisis, and the next chapter will take on the constructive project. This chapter
elaborates more of James Gustafson’s thought to clarify his critique of anthropocentrism and
propose Gustafson’s alternative ‘human as a participant’ anthropology.
For this purpose, I first layout Gustafson’s theocentric perspective through volume one
of Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective.1 Then I demonstrate how Gustafson portrays nature,
human, and their relations through The Sense of Divine.2 This descriptive task offers insight on
the current environmental crisis and the conversation partners – minjung theology and neoCalvinism. From Gustafson, I find three critical concepts that are relevant in reimagining KAPC
eco-theology: human as a participant (anthropology), redemption as enlargement of vision
(soteriology), and moderate foundationalism (ontology).
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James M. Gustafson was an American theologian and ethicist. After getting his Ph.D.
from Yale University, he taught at Yale University, University of Chicago, and Emory
University before retiring in 1998. His influence in Christian ethics is broad for he attended
closely to both Protestant and Roman Catholic ethical and theological traditions. Among many,
Gustafson’s most significant contribution to Christian theology/ethics is his proposal of a
theocentric perspective.
His masterpiece, Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, highlights the problems caused
by major streams of modern theology and ethics that anthropomorphize God as a supra-Person
and concentrate all ethical attention to the value of human beings. In contrast to this general
trend, with inductive and scientific findings, Gustafson concludes that we are not the center of
the universe. Gustafson then turns to the Reformed tradition that seems most theocentric in his
view as it is developed by John Calvin, Jonathan Edwards, and Karl Barth. Even though these
reformed theologians stressed the sovereignty of God, Gustafson assesses them as still
anthropocentric, stating, “Theology continues to assure human beings that the Deity serves to
fulfill particular human desires.”3
For such an anthropocentric perspective, Gustafson gives an example of interpreting a
natural disaster. In times of natural disasters, our interpretation generally goes, “it is for the
ultimate benefit of humans.” Walter Rauschenbusch joins in this interpretation: “the will of God
is the benefit of man, and we can know exactly what it is.”4 Neo-Orthodox claims as well that
“the commands of God are primarily in the service of the needs of man.”5 While this
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anthropocentric interpretation has been made as to the traditional Christian theological answer to
theodicy (a problem of evil), Gustafson disagrees with it because he sees that men’s benefit may
not be the ultimate end of the universe (or God). “The salvation of man is not the chief end of
God; certainly, it is not the exclusive end of God.”6
Gustafson detects this tendency not only in the theological field but also in secular
ethics. As he finds, two streams of moral study – deontology and teleology – commonly revolve
around humans, making humans the center of value and of the universe. However, if we
scrutinize scientific discoveries, it is difficult to say that the universe exists for humans.
Therefore, the maxim of ethics in the traditional sense, “man the measure of all things,” should
be overthrown, Gustafson claims. In short, Gustafson challenges the overestimated or
unbalanced anthropology in traditional theology and ethics while proposing an alternative or
more proper anthropology.
If human is not the measure of all things, the measure must exist outside of human
objectively. Humanity is to relate to (or fit into) the “moral ordering objective to our species.”7
Here Gustafson demonstrates his orientation toward modest foundationalism8 while being
cautious not to deny the significance of humanity. Claiming that the measure for moral
right/wrong exists outside humans corresponds loosely to some of the perspectives of the Roman
Catholic natural law tradition.
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However, Gustafson differentiates himself from the natural law presupposition that the
natural order is inherently moral, and its penultimate telos is human good.9 Instead, Gustafson’s
natural order is ambiguous to humans – it can bring out both favorable and disastrous outcomes.
We must relate not to the unchanging objective natural law but God’s will and the relationship
between God and nature. Gustafson makes this point clear, “We are to conduct life to relate to all
things in a manner appropriate to their relations to God.”10 Gustafson is foundationalist in this
sense while not being identified as anthropocentrism.
Of course, Gustafson acknowledges the advantage of anthropocentrism in ethics as it
warrants human dignity and moral accountability. He also concedes that the social development
that affirms individual human rights is based on this perspective. However, Gustafson alerts us to
the grave harm the anthropocentric perspective brings because “[t]he conditions of dependency
of man on the rest of nature are such that violation of them leads to threats to human well-being
and, in extreme instances, in threats to human survival.”11 The grave harm includes both vertical
and horizontal dimensions – to God and nature.
Gustafson also describes the tendency in traditional theological language – sin.
Borrowing from Jonathan Edwards, Gustafson refers to the human fault or sin as the
“contraction” of our attention, vision, and range of care and affiliation. The human mind is so
contracted that we make over God exclusively to our benefit. In this, “God becomes an
instrument in the service of human beings rather than human beings instruments in the service of
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God.”

12

When this contraction functions horizontally, we reduce the natural world into being

understood as a field of resources meant by God for our benefit. The contracted mind reduces
both God and nature into serving human interests. Similar understanding of sin or fault is found
in minjung theology when Ahn Byung-Moo writes that sin is the privatization of what is
common.13
People have been debating what the forbidden fruit represents, but there is no agreement.
Some say that it is sexuality, and others that it is human limitations. Whatever it is, we
could say that it is something that is not supposed to be privatized — “the things that are
God’s” (Luke 20:25), to use the expression in the Bible, or the public, to use a
sociological term. What is public cannot and must not be privatized since god is the
creator.
Gustafson concludes, therefore, “Human distinctiveness is a warrant for special dignity,
but people must be seen in their interrelations with the rest of the natural order for the sake of
human well-being itself.”14
In order to overcome anthropocentric tendencies, a proper notion of nature is essential.
Gustafson claims that most theological ethics (an exception is process theology) have incomplete
perspectives of nature. In the article constructing Protestant Christian ethic for the wild using
Gustafson’s theocentric ethics, Yperen well summarizes Gustafson’s posture: “If Protestants are
historically deficient in developing a theology of nature, the Roman Catholic natural law
tradition simply presumes too much.”15
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What then is lacking in both the Roman Catholic and Protestant views? In his 1982
essay, Nature: its Status in Theological Ethics, Gustafson clarifies, “Roman Catholic theology is
at fault in its interpretation of nature.”16 He admits that Roman Catholicism is right when it sets
nature as a norm; however, it is also misguided when identifying the telos of nature as the good
of human beings.17 Natural law, in Gustafson’s perspective, gives too much space for humanity
in the project of making them the object of nature.
On the other hand, Gustafson recognizes protestant theology is also incomplete by not
developing natural theology enough but being obsessed with history as an exclusive field of
divine action. History is understood as a means through which God works and the sphere of
God’s revelation. Gustafson writes, “modern protestant theology, and therefore theological ethics
as well has been in focus almost exclusively on history, rather than nature, as the realm of divine
activity and presence.”18 In both cases, nature is not seen with a balanced view, Gustafson
insists. What then is the proper status of nature, total realm of creation of which we are a part, in
theological ethics, neither too little nor too much?
To answer this, I must turn to Gustafson’s other book, A Sense of the Divine: The
Natural Environment from a Theocentric Perspective. “A sense of the divine,” or sensus
divinitatis in Latin, refers to knowledge or sense about divinity, not about the physical objects we
observe or experience directly. This book takes up what Gustafson had left a decade before in his
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second volume of Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, which discusses four applications of
his theocentric ethics: marriage, suicide, population, and biomedical funding.19
John Calvin thought this sense or knowledge had been preserved in humans despite their
fallen status. Jonathan Edwards also assumed the existence of this sensus and argued that we
need true benevolence, genuine piety, and affection in order to use this sense properly. In this
theological/historical background, Gustafson suggests that the natural environment must be
understood as a theater of God’s action or a medium through which we sense (know) God.20 As
much as history is where God demonstrates his revelation, Gustafson expects nature is also an
arena of divine activity. The natural environment is considered more than a mere resource or an
object that we can take advantage of for our good; it bears a religious significance. Gustafson
presents this sense of dependence, sense of sublime, or sense of the divine as a major reason we
must care for nature.21
While unearthing the religious import, Gustafson distances himself from the romantic
view on nature that assumes nature will be in harmony and present favorable outcomes if we
simply get off our hands. Stating that there is “inherent disequilibrium” in nature (or its
indifference to humans),22 Gustafson argues that nature also produces chaotic outcome that does
not support human interests. In other words, it may or may not bring out a favorable outcome –
we have incomplete knowledge of nature’s outcome as Gustafson simply puts, “God is the
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source of human good but does not guarantee it.”

Thus, nature, despite its religious

significance, is seen as indifferent to the interest of man.
This ambiguity instructs us that nature is beyond our control and bigger than us. Our
existence depends on it. We are not the master but simply participants within. Thus, we stand in
awe and wonder. This is Gustafson’s understanding of the relationship between humans and
nature. If God who created the universe has some other purposes than human benefit, then we
should seek not to control or subdue nature but to discover a way to live sustainably within its
order.
Envisioning the human-nature relationship as such, Gustafson argues that we are to live
with nature. If human is not the measure of everything but God is, then “we are to conduct life so
as to relate to all things in a manner appropriate to their relations to God.”24 Our appropriate
manner to the natural environment is not to seek its utility value for us but to “discern” their
relations to God, and our job is to relate to them accordingly. In short, Gustafson’s theocentric
perspective conceives nature to be a medium through which we perceive God, in inherent
disequilibrium, indifference to human benefit, outside of us and more significant than us, and
(therefore) we ought to live with nature according to its relation to God.
About our relatedness to nature, Gustafson demonstrates five types: despotism,
dominion, stewardship, subordination, and participation.25 Chapter three discussed this typology
while critically reading the Dutch reformed tradition’s stewardship model. Before I discuss them
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further, here, I want to make two observations about his typology. First, Gustafson does not
define these models as compartmentalized categories but as “ideal-types” of general “stances” of
arranged along a continuum. A particular view can quickly move to the adjacent types – for
example, dominion to despotism or stewardship.
Second, Gustafson does not identify anthropocentrism exclusively with a particular
model. Anthropocentrism is an orientation (or a tendency) that is found in both despotism,
dominion, and stewardship. For example, despotism is an extreme model of anthropocentrism.26
This tendency, in a weak sense, is found in the stewardship model as well. Understanding
anthropocentrism as an orientation is essential when we use the term concerning the ecological
crisis. Otherwise, we may absolutize a particular model and neglect the danger of the
anthropocentric tendency in it.
Anthropology
Gustafson in A Sense of the Divine develops a typology of human relations to nature –
despotism, dominion, stewardship, subordination, and participation.27 These types are also the
other names of anthropologies. In other words, if nonhuman natural world does not exist to serve
the human interest, we must live with it. If nonhuman natural world exists outside of and bigger
than us, we cannot control or subdue but participate in it. If the telos of nature is not human,
humanity should not be the despot or dominator. The way we interpret nature defines how we
think about our relationship to the rest of nature should be.
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A despot is an “absolute ruler who exercises his or her will arbitrarily and often in a
tyrannical way in the service of his or her interests” (79). With this political implication,
despotism imagines humans as a despot who can do whatever s/he pleases. If humans are
despots, then the natural environment can be exploited in this perspective by his/her whim and
becomes simply a tool for human benefit. Francis Bacon, “father of modern science,” is a
modern epitome of this version when he proclaimed in the Novum Organon, “let the human race
recover that right over nature which belongs to it by divine bequest.”28 With this proclamation,
human manipulation of nature becomes a divinely given right or “Bacon fashioned a new ethic
sanctioning the exploitation of nature,” as Carolyn Merchant asserts.29
Gustafson expresses this ideal type succinctly: “it is the utilitarian stance radicalized to
the nth degree” (79). This model does not distinguish the tools and natural environment. Humans
are placed somewhere between God and nature but apparently closer to God or “at least a
demigod” (82). About the Christian contribution to this perspective, Gustafson cautiously
concedes that although despotism “was not endorsed, but given other conditions than religious
beliefs, moves toward that ideal-type could occur with the approval of many people” (83).
However, Western religion has its prophets against despotism – Martin Buber’s “IThou” relation is one. Buber contrasts “I-It” and “I-Thou” relationships.30 When we make others
(humans or non-humans) “it,” we reify them making them things. We either experience or use It.
“I-Thou” relation refers, instead, others as we relate to the eternal, Thou, God. Others do not
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become a means through which we enhance our good but a personal object that carries inherent
value. Seen in this paradigm, “despotism is a maximal I-It relation to the natural environment”
(85).
If despotism is the extreme form of anthropocentrism, dominion is one of the
identifiable “middle positions” the one that is adjacent to despotism, “further from God than
despotism, but closer than stewardship” (87). While a human despot does whatever he/she
pleases, humans in the dominion model rule over what ultimately belongs to God. This model’s
biblical foundation is found in Genesis 1:28 – fill, subdue, and rule over the earth. Therefore,
the human attitude toward nature must be respect, meaning we can utilize them for our benefit,
but this must be done responsibly.
A critical difference between despotism and dominion is where the ultimate ownership
lies: the former believes humans own nature, whereas the latter thinks nature is given to us as a
gift from God. Although we are not owed this gift, religious or ethically speaking, we are
responsible for the gift in a strictly legal sense. In this manner, the dominion model has an
affinity to the stewardship model. Due to this proximity, Gustafson argues that a dominion
stance can slide in either direction – despotism or stewardship (92).
The stewardship model imagines humans not as lords but stewards or deputies. In
Gustafson’s view, the stewardship model has been “the most preferred way of understanding
man’s responsibilities for nature in Judaism and Christianity” (92). Since the title explains itself,
I want to highlight two differences between the dominion and stewardship model. The first is
about the ownership of nature. The natural environment is not a gift as in the dominion model
but a loan. We do not own nature but simply are mandated to be caretakers of nature. Since this
model considers the ultimate ownership is still in God’s hand, we are to care for it and return it to
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the master. It is a way to navigate a human path between the danger of utilitarianism to “nth
degree” and the risk of losing our agency at all.
The second difference lies in its relational anthropology. When the bible tells us that
God created humans in his image, we may take it meaning we share some essential features
shared with God (e.g., rationality). However, the stewardship model takes the relational
interpretation of humans, meaning the essence of humans is in a relationship; we are neither
higher nor worthier than nonhuman creation as dominion model supposes; we are with the rest of
creation.
Subordination is the opposite of despotism.31 This model is often found in Eastern
religions, e.g., Buddhism. As an ideal type, subordination rejects any human intervention at all. It
requests total reverence for life since everything has the will to live. This model may exist as an
ideal type only for no human community can remain with absolute non-intervention. Any kind of
alteration or intervention must be necessary. Albert Schweitzer, E. O. Wilson, and others share
some aspects of this model. A Thai monk, Phra Dhammakosājān (also known as Buddhadāsa
Bhikkhu, 1906–1993), succinctly states this perspective, saying, “anything which exists in a
proper condition is in equilibrium with everything else” (95-96). Here “in a proper condition”
means without human intervention. However, Gustafson finds it challenging to agree with this
perspective because he sees nature without human intervention as not in equilibrium (96).
After examining four alternative types that Gustafson considering inappropriate or
lacking, he proposes participation model. This model is located in between the stewardship and
subordination model. Gustafson draws this view of humans not from the biblical account but
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from scientific observation. We neither created ourselves nor decided our destiny; We are not a
despot of nature; We do not have perfect control over the natural environment; We are not in
dominion over nature; We participate in nature and its patterns and processes. This limitedness
of humans “evokes religious, affective sensibilities” (101).
Although Gustafson indicates that each type has advantages and provides the ground of
environmental protection, he spells out that the participation model best coheres with his
theocentric perspective.32 Here I want to point out his objective of putting the participation
model between stewardship and subordination. As I mentioned above, it is to preserve human
agency (contra subordination) while not detaching them from the surrounding environment
(contra stewardship, dominion, or despotism). In other words, Gustafson pursues a balance
between human freedom and reliance on nature through the notion of participation.
How then does Gustafson’s participation ethic33 hold both human agency and
dependence? First, it emphasizes our dependency as we participate in something bigger than
ourselves. Gustafson also states that we participate in the purposes and activity of God.34 The
object or something bigger we participate in is “God” in Gustafson. Whether it is a personal God
in orthodox Christians is a different matter to discuss. It is a being or the power that rules and
endows everything. We depend upon it and have a sense of dependence. Due to this affection,
we are morally obliged to God. This moral obligation is clearly stated when Gustafson states,
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Vocation, in terms of “calling,” means God’s calling in his action

of giving and sustaining everything we need for our survival. It also means that we are obliged
morally to respond to this action of divine calling.
Participation in this sense highlights the givenness of the object. The natural
environment has existed before humans’ existence, and we participate in its dynamic process.
“[Participation] is an entry into specific processes that are already taking place.”36 This vocation
or “calling” enables our being as well as our moral responsibility. Whether we participate in
nature or God’s action, it is our secondary action or response to what has already been given or
happened in the first place.
Nevertheless, humans are not seen merely as passive recipients as the act of
participation does not function in one direction. As much as we are affected (or determined) by
the natural environment, the environment is affected by our activities. We are active participants
in the bigger relationship between God and the whole creation: “We, as participants, are to relate
ourselves and all things in a manner appropriate to our and their relations to God.”37
Active response on the human end is possible because this manner or the object of our
participation (process and patterns) are discernable. Gustafson states, “intentional moral life is a
process of discernment of what I ought to be and to do in the processes and patterns of life in
which I participate.”38 We participate in objects outside of us, and the process is “discernable,”
not hidden. The divine activity and purposes “can be discerned in the patterns and processes of

35

Gustafson, “Participation,” 150.

36

Ibid., 151.

37

Gustafson, Theocentric Perspective, vol. 2: 146.

38

Ibid., 167.

147
39

life.”

Through participation, Gustafson endeavors to hold both human dependences while

maintaining agency.
Once again, it must be reemphasized that Gustafson sees participation as “a root
metaphor for interpreting human life.”40 Here, a comparison with Gustafson’s teacher, H.
Richard Niebuhr’s anthropology helps us understand Gustafson’s participation model better
since both see humans as equally acted upon and act. The first metaphor, “man the maker,”
conceives us “like an artificer who constructs things according to an idea and for the sake of an
end.”41 This coheres with the teleological understanding of humans. The second metaphor, “man
the citizen,” corresponds with deontological anthropology. It understands human as abiding by
the law or “under the law” of the society.42
In contrast to “man the maker” or “man the citizen,” Niebuhr alternatively understands
human as a “responsive being” or “man-the-answerer, a human engaged in dialogue, a human
acting in response to action upon him.43 Prior to our existence, there is divine action that acts
upon us, and we are to respond to that. Gustafson seems to agree to this when he emphasizes the
givenness or the dependence of human beings, affirming that “we are more acted upon than
acting.”44
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However, Gustafson and Niebuhr differ in how they understand the human agency.
Gustafson emphasizes the initiation of human action more than Niebuhr’s responding self,
saying “the primary difference between the two root metaphors (Niebuhr’s and mine) is that
‘participation’ articulates more forcefully the human capacity to initiate action based on
commitments to values, to moral principles, to ends.”45 More specifically, “God is love, and we
are not only enabled to be loving but also required to think about what love demands in the
contexts of our lives.”46
Gustafson acknowledges that no matter how limited humanity be, s/he still is an agent.
“In all of these possibilities, however, our agency is exercised to marshal and to direct realities
that exist prior to our choices and actions.”47 Therefore, emphasizing our limitedness and
animality does not denigrate humanity as Gustafson writes, “[h]uman accountability is not
abolished from this point of view.”48 Instead, “it has the merit of more accurately portraying
human agency.”49 In Gustafson’s perspective, Niebuhr’s “responding self” simply responds to
God’s loving action, whereas the participating self reflects whatever love requires us in our life
context. This comparison highlights the agency, which was less considered in Niebuhr’s
responding self.
Thus examined, Gustafson’s anthropology, man as a participant, views humans as
interdependent and participants in the process of nature. In this understanding, the “human
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species is perceived and interpreted in relation to the rest of the universe.”
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Therefore, whatever

happens in nature influences humans, and human participation does impact nature as well.
Humanity is neither a despot nor one who holds dominion but a participant in the reality outside
of him/her. This anthropology should help serve to make us acknowledge our limits, and make
us humble, and therefore to respect the natural environment.
Soteriology
Gustafson illustrates the traditional theological discussion of salvation history (creation,
fall, salvation) with nature, fault, and correction. Nature coheres with creation, fall with a fault,
and salvation with correction. After presenting four metaphors of human fault – idolatry,
wrongly ordered desire, corrupt rationality, and disobedience – Gustafson introduces an umbrella
term for these faults in the Augustinian term – the contraction of the human vision. Human sin
defined in the language of contraction is “our tendency to be turned inward toward ourselves as
individuals, or toward our communal interests.”51 Following Augustine, Jonathan Edward uses
the images of a “shrinking” of human attentiveness and identification or the force of an
“astringent” to describe this state of human and defined it as “the mind of man shrank from its
primitive greatness and expandedness, to and exceeding smallness and contractedness.”52
Contraction of mind necessarily includes our misdirected relation to the natural
environment and our fellow creatures, whereas we are supposed to relate to them according to
their relation to God. Edward describes this “original” stage as our souls in an enlarged state
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toward God and the whole creation. However, after the fault, we turned inward, shrank “to the
exclusion of all things,” and became “totally governed by narrow and selfish principles.”53 We
made “improper” relationships with God, nature, and fellow humans. Contraction limits our
vision only to ourselves, our families, or the human species. To the contracted mind, even God is
domesticated from a human perspective. If the state of contracted mind is applied horizontally,
nature is objectified solely serving our benefit.
If the fault is a contraction, correction or salvation comes in the form of enlargement of
our vision and care that overcomes individual human egoism. To see in an expanded perspective
is to know and discern from God’s point of view. Enlargement of our vision will produce “more
appropriate alignment of ourselves and all things in relation to each other to the ultimate power
and orderer of life.”54 By correction (of misguided relation), Gustafson intends to mean
salvation that has a relational dimension.
Through enlargement of our vision, we can conceive the rest of nature, not just in its
utility value but in its inherent value and expansive circle of our care demands of our activity
greater responsibility and respect for the whole world of creation. For instance, when we
consider the influence of the outcome of carbon emission or sea-level rise, we take the human
community’s cost into account and the cost to the whole natural environment seriously. If this is
a synchronic aspect, enlargement of vision can also carry a diachronic significance, i.e., to the
next generation. Overcoming individual human egoism implies that we take responsibility for the
upcoming future generation – both human and nonhuman.
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Ontology
The last thing to consider regarding Gustafson’s ecological insights is his ontology –
what I dubbed earlier as a “moderate foundationalism.” Foundationalism in ontology refers to an
understanding of reality that claims there is an objective truth or, as William French puts it, an
“extracultural objective order whose contours may be empirically known.”55 In contrast, antifoundationalism argues that “because reality is culturally and socially ‘constructed’ truth-claims
are culturally relative.”56 Roughly speaking, foundationalism coheres with an objective view of
reality, whereas anti-foundationalism corresponds with a relativist perspective.
Gustafson rejects non-foundationalist or anti-foundationalist explanations of reality that
presupposes a radical break of ought from is or a value claim from a descriptive claim. As was
demonstrated many times in this chapter, Gustafson’s anthropology leans toward a more passive
view on humans as a limited being. Humanity does not enjoy absolute freedom but is in
continuation with nature and part of it. French states similarly in his summary of Gustafson’s
thought: “But the world has structure and order that sets limits and restraints upon human action
and patterns of life.”57 In this understanding, personal moral accountability based on the agency
is not negated, but a human is primarily seen as an organic part of nature. Point there is that there
is a broader embodied and ordered world of reality of which humanity is a part and that we must
cohere our action and practices to its ordering.
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Stanley Hauerwas responds to Gustafson’s works in his critical essay, “Time and
History in Theological Ethics: The Work of James Gustafson.” Hauerwas claims Gustafson in
Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective compromised his earlier emphasis on time and history in
order to develop a natural theology.58 Hauerwas admits that Gustafson’s striving for the
universal maintains the emphasis on the particular but argues that the emphasis is not strong
enough. “[Gustafson] seeks to ground theology in a manner that makes its particularistic starting
point secondary.”59 At the end of the essay, Hauerwas even judges Gustafson seeking “to build a
universal case for which the particular is only the illustration.”60 However, is “developing a
universal natural theology” a fair judgment of Gustafson’s project? Has Gustafson deserted his
inductive methodology in his “striving for universal”?61
I maintain otherwise. Although Gustafson concedes that Catholics have developed a
better understanding of nature than any other protestant theologies, he distances himself from the
natural law tradition.62 Gustafson spells out two points where he differs from the natural law
tradition: homocentric/individualistic nature and moral certainty. About homocentrism or
individualism of traditional natural law tradition, he states, “ordering of nature does not sustain a
morality that backs to homocentrism and the individualism that traditional natural law has
warranted.” About moral certainty, he continues, “nature does not provide an unchanging order

58

Stanley Hauerwas, “Time and History in Theological Ethics: The Work of James Gustafson” in Journal of
Religious Ethics Vol. 13, No. 1 (Spring, 1985), 4.
59

Ibid., 14.

60

Ibid., 19.

61

Ibid., 14.

62

Gustafson clarifies that “traditional Roman Catholic theology is more adequate than modern Protestant
theology” taking the diving sovereignty over nature more seriously. Gustafson, “Nature”, 118.

153
63

from which moral inferences can be drown.”

Gustafson concludes that “the recourse that

theological ethics takes to nature necessarily will be much more complex and ambiguous than
the traditional natural law theory provided.”64
In my judgment, William French portrays Gustafson’s foundationalism more accurately.
In “Ecological Concern and the Anti-Foundationalist Debates,” French identifies Gustafson as a
moderate foundationalist standing between “radical constructivist and strong relativist claims”
and classicist view of the natural law heritage that holds the ordering of nature is solid, fixed and
reliable for grounding normative judgements.65 The radical constructivist position argues that
reality is constructed; therefore, there is no objective reality or truth. There are some truths in the
modest constructivist claim in the cultural and linguistic field, as French admits. However, he
found it less sound and less helpful in overcoming the current ecological crisis. With this
moderate foundationalist, French means that Gustafson does not take history lightly, although he
“emphasizes that we must attend to, and respond to, give ‘objective orderings’ both in nature and
society.”66 Given this, Hauerwas’ description seems to exaggerate a part of Gustafson’s
moderate thought and rush to identifying him as a (strong) foundationalist developing an
ahistorical perspective.
If Gustafson is identified as a moderate foundationalist, how does that make him a
source for developing eco-theology? After pointing out the anthropocentric tendency in radical
constructionist claims, French claims that a Gustafsonian moderate foundationalist view provides
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a sounder base for environmental ethics and a more adequate explanation of reality. A relativist
axiom, “whose reason, which rationality” and social construction of reality are too hollow in the
face of endangered earth, and they are “misleading” and are “ecologically and ethically
unsound,” French argues.67
Despite the cultural differences and relativities, the global system we participate in exists
as one community and shares a number of cultural commonalities and societal vulnerabilities.
Despite the partial rightfulness of the relativist claims, the earth or the biosphere is not culturally
constructed nor fabricated – homo faber does not construct the world we live in. If the “frame of
reference is expanded,”68 Gustafson’s moderate foundationalist position can provide a solid
moral base for KAPC eco-theology.
Conclusion
This chapter has discussed the meaning of anthropocentrism through James M.
Gustafson’s works. It is a tendency or orientation to conceive humanity as a telos of the universe
or the criteria of our judgment in theology and ethics. In this frame, nature is objectified as a
means by which man’s benefit is enhanced, and even God becomes secondary to human good.
As Augustin and Edward put it, the contracted mind is an example of anthropocentrism paying
exclusive attention to humans. If contraction is the fall in traditional systematic theology,
enlargement of vision, overcoming species egoism, or a broader creation-centered perspective is
salvation. Humans, in this frame, is a participant in the interconnected whole of God’s range of
creation.
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After finishing this critical task, this chapter then went on to examine Gustafson’s three
ecologically relevant key concepts – human as a participant, salvation as enlargement of vision,
and moderate foundationalism. Traditional systematic theology will refer to anthropology,
soteriology, and ontology. Based on this examination, the next chapter will examine the
relevance of Gustafson’s thought on imagining KAPC eco-theology. Several concepts I
examined in chapters two and three that are ecologically relevant in minjung theology and the
Dutch reformed tradition will be put in conversation with Gustafson’s three key concepts.

CHAPTER VI
REIMAGINING AN ECO-THEOLOGY FOR KOREAN AMERICAN PRESBYTERIAN
CHURCH (KAPC)
My previous chapters have laid the path for my envisioning of an eco-theology for
KAPC. Chapter one described the identity of KAPC; chapters two and three critically examined
two sources of KAPC – minjung theology and the Dutch reformed, respectively; and chapter four
read James M. Gustafson’s theocentric perspective as a critical lens and resource. Based on this,
now chapter five utilizes Gustafson’s strong critique of anthropocentrism and his ecological
insights for building Korean American Presbyterian eco-theology in conversation with minjung
theology and neo-Calvinism.
How does Gustafson’s theocentric view play in this new reimagining? Chapter four
derived three ecological insights from Gustafson – relational anthropology, understanding the
fall as a constriction of vision, and a moderate foundationalism. I find these insights helpful for
engaging KAPC’s two sources. For example, how does the participatory anthropology of
Gustafson relate to minjung theology’s anthropology? How will this conversation nourish a
KAPC eco-theology? How do Gustafson’s “constricted mind” and “enlargement of vision” relate
to minjung theology’s emphasis on the church’s role as priest of han? This chapter discusses
these questions and tries to conclude with suggestions to KAPC.
Chapter two mentioned criticisms on minjung theology for its unbalanced interest in
history as a field of divine revelation and its emphasis on human minjung as the center of
156
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theology. Also was criticized was the contemporary minjung theology’s depleted ecological
participation. However, there are sources in this tradition that contribute to reimagining KAPC
eco-theology: the expanded concept of minjung and theologians as the priest of han. Based on
these sources hinted at in chapter two, this concluding chapter tries to read them with a fresh
look in conversation with Gustafson.
The first is the expanded meaning of minjung. Although chapter two noted the
difficulties of this task, I also remarked that Ahn provides the possibility. This chapter will
discuss Korean American theologians Andrew Sung Park and Korean minjung theologian Kwon
Jin-Kwan to find the possible expansion of minjung. Next comes its soteriology, referring to a
theological understanding of salvation. Specifically, through the notion of “priest of han,” I will
discuss the role of humans in releasing or loosening the cosmic han. If I put these projects in
traditional systematic theology’s language, they are anthropology and soteriology.
The next pair – Gustafson and Kuyper – has more commonalities, for both are known as
theocentric. As chapter three discussed, despite the Kuyperian captivation with culture,
anthropology, and other limitations, there are treasured sources such as recognition of
pluriformity in creation, sphere sovereignty, and soteriology that is cosmic in scope. Moreover,
Kuyper’s early thought contains significant interests in nonhuman nature and the organic
understandings of humans and nature.
Some possible questions are: How do Kuyper’s absolute sovereignty of God and
Gustafson’s theocentric perspective compare and contrast? What ecological values do these two
have in common? Do Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty and Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism
share common agendas?
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Unfortunately, putting all topics in conversation with each other is beyond this project’s
scope. Thus, I will focus on some issues that I consider to carry more ecological values. For
instance, I put Gustafson’s anthropology with minjung and reformed anthropology into the
conversation, Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism into conversation with sphere sovereignty,
and Gustafson’s understanding of salvation into conversation with minjung theology’s priest of
han.
Searching for a New Minjung: Overcoming Anthropocentrism
First, Gustafson and minjung theology in conversation about their views on humans, i.e.,
anthropologies. In chapter four, I have demonstrated that Gustafson’s anthropology envisions
humans as being free and determined by nature at the same time. In short, Gustafson presents a
“participating self” that emphasizes more agency than his teacher H. Richard Niebuhr’s
“responsible self.”
Although Gustafson shares an understanding that “we are more acted upon than acting,”1
Gustafson’s participatory self allows more room for human agency. Gustafson clarifies, “the
primary difference between the two root metaphors (Niebuhr’s and mine) is that ‘participation’
articulates more forcefully the human capacity to initiate action based on commitments to values,
to moral principles, to ends.”2 The “capacity to initiate action” adds more freedom to
Gustafson’s participating self.
Between freedom and dependency, minjung theology’s anthropology is apparently
leaning toward freedom. Minjung, either as a group or an individual, is seen as an agent who
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strives for its economic and political liberation in history. Ahn comments on freedom, saying,
“human labor is the act of producing that comes from the love of nature and the heaven. The joy
of unforced labor is creation and participation.”3 Highlighting historical liberation and the
agency of minjung as the subject of history fits with typical protestant emphasis on history.
Gustafson observes the Protestant emphasis on history as an exclusive realm of divine action, as
a means through which God works and reveals: “modern Protestant theology, and therefore
theological ethics as well has been in focus almost exclusively on history, rather than nature, as
the realm of divine activity and presence.”4 The same critique may apply to minjung theology
when it emphasizes human agency and historical dimension so much that human minjung
becomes the center of everything.
However, we must also note that the term minjung in the tradition may refer to
something bigger and broader than oppressed homo sapience. As historical research in chapter
two illustrated, the scope of minjung has been expanded and reshaped as its generations
progressed. The first-generation minjung was the urban poor and labor workers who were
economically oppressed and socially discounted in the industrialization process of Korean
society. The political dimension was added to the second-generation minjung. The third
generation in the 90s includes foreign workers, marriage immigrants, and others to the new
minjung.
Unfortunately, when nonhuman nature becomes the most oppressed and vulnerable
subject, the minjung tradition has not successfully expanded the meaning of minjung and
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included nonhuman nature as minjung. There are some legitimate reasons for this unwillingness.
Ahn once said about the uniqueness of minjung confining its usage in the Korean peninsula,
“Minjung is a concept unique to Koreans. Westerners cannot say, ‘We are also minjung.’”5 Even
in his broadest perspective, Ahn still specifies minjung as the ones who are in grief under the
colonial power and social/political elites:
indeed, the phrase minjung-like nation refers to the minjung and nation who were griefstricken under colonial rule, exploited by foreign powers, and oppressed by the ruling
class in their own country. For these reasons, the word minjung comprehends all three
ideas.6
Hyun Yong-Hak recounts a fascinating episode about the reluctance. At a minjung
theology lecture, an elite sociologist Dr. Han Wan-Sang identified himself as minjung for the
government persecution he went through.7 Dr. Han, a professor at Seoul National University,
lost his job, was imprisoned, and was tortured for political reasons; thus, Dr. Han identified him
with minjung as the oppressed. However, Hyun writes that Dr. Han’s friend/audience scolded
(friendly though) his minjung claim for his privileged education/profession/social status that can
hardly be neglected.
Another minjung theologian David Kwang-Sun Suh underscores the locality of the term,
“as for dialogue with theologians outside of Korea, we declared in 1979 that Minjung theology is
not for export and not for sale. For it is local theology, and we have no intention of making it
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universal or normative, as well as dogmatic.” Therefore, by emphasizing the locality and the
8

specific context, minjung theologians seem to reject the expansion or broadening of the term.
However, emphasizing locality or historicity does not mean that the scope is definite and
immutable. It was Ahn himself who hinted at the possibility of expansion of minjung. In an
interview with Volker Küster, Ahn affirms, “I do not want to let myself be captured in a
particular framework. The minjung is a living substance as well and how can I let the minjung be
captured in a particular framework?”9 In another place, Ahn declares that minjung could not
“ever be stagnant within a certain form.”10 A second-generation minjung theologian Kim HeeHeon interprets that Ahn was open to expanding the meaning of minjung, commenting:
It is interesting to note how Ahn, as he began new theological reflection in 1990s, had
transitioned from his early reluctance to define minjung to the existential symbolic way
of defining it “life” or “chi.” It is because Ahn felt the need to end the era of early
minjung theology’s “theology of testimony” and the need to transition to theological
“universality.”11
Küster joins in this interpretation:
[Ahn’s] general attitude, the openness towards doing theology is a theologia semper
reformanda. Ahn understood his biography and his theology equally as open systems,
which must reconstitute themselves in new situations, over and over again.12
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A postcolonial biblical scholar Sugirtharajah whom Ahn greatly influenced, concurs
with the possibility of finding a new meaning of minjung, saying, “[Ahn] would be searching for
the new minjung who were made outcast and powerless by the new liberal economy and newer
forms of colonialism.”13 As Sugirtharajah articulates, “searching for the new minjung” must be
done in our current ecological crisis. Therefore, I conclude that Ahn and other minjung
theologians would concur that the scope of minjung must be open and inclusive to even the
nonhuman nature that is suffering and needs liberation from the human fault of privatizing the
public.
Minjung theology’s whole agenda has been anthropocentric when it concentrated on the
liberation of human minjung in history. However, fully recognizing the urgency of the time in
the Korean peninsula, the purpose of this dissertation is not to anachronistically criticize minjung
theology in the past generation. I humbly suggest that if the scope of minjung has been expanded,
minjung theology in our generation must include the nonhuman natural environment as its proper
subject. Inclusion of the natural environment into the new minjung is a way of overcoming
traditional minjung theology’s anthropocentric preoccupation apparent in KAPC.
Gustafson’s enlargement of vision – priest of han
Acknowledging the need for allowing development and expansion of the minjung
concept, we face the question: how do we hear the voice of new minjung since nature does not
have a way for its voice to be heard. To answer this, let me first explain the notion of han
common in human and nonhuman minjung. Then I will look at what negative influence han has
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on minjung. Lastly, I will present how the han of nature must be heard and what roles we
humans ought to play.
A Korean American minjung theologian Andrew Sung Park connects minjung with
nature through the base emotion han shared by human and nonhuman minjung. In his extensive
study on han and soteriology, The Wounded Heart of God, Park describes han as “the deep
wound of the heart,” “frustrated hope,” and a “collapsed feeling of pain.”14 These are painful
emotions that have been accumulated to minjung through historical sufferings and by itself
define minjung. It is felt and experienced either individually or collectively. If the accumulation
of han is the problem, theologically speaking, releasing or loosening han means the solution or
salvation. Although han can be unique and historically confined, it has a universal aspect and can
be applied globally.15
Socially, politically, and economically suppressed minjung are often alienated and
marginalized in society. Through this process of han experience, minjung would lose voices
because often they do not have proper ways to express themselves. Thus, the suppressed emotion
han is sometimes expressed in grotesque ways, mentally disabled, or mumbling inconceivable
words. Although inconceivable, han must be expressed because disclosing it is a way of
minjung’s self-transcendence. When minjung expresses han verbally or physically, others, often
social elites, have difficulty understanding or decoding it because it is done in various ambiguous
ways.
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Because minjung had no other way but to use the languages of elites to articulate
themselves, they would hide the real message under mumbling or strange words. Readers or
listeners are required to decode them. For example, talchoom (a Korean mask dance) and pansori
(a Korean genre of musical storytelling), as forms of satirical folk performances, always consist
of the surface meaning and the hidden subjects under the masks.16 Minjung theologian Kim
Yong-Bok refers to the truth hidden as the “social biography of the minjung,” by which he meant
that the story of minjung is written in forms that are socially communicable but demand to be
decoded.17
Minjung’s social biography is “not simply a written document of a minjung event. It is a
way for minjung to understand their identity and express it. Through expressing by words and
writings, they can achieve self-transcendence.”18 It is a way of minjung’s self-transcendence by
releasing han through the suppressed language and grotesque bodily performances. Therefore,
minjung’s social biography, whether in talchoom or other methods, tries to achieve two
seemingly contradictory purposes: masking and unmasking.
The inconceivableness makes the role of the priest as the mediator essential who decode
and deliver the message to others in a communicable manner. Suh Nam-Dong’s “priest of han”
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as a mediate role of theologians representing voiceless people becomes essential here.

19

Suh

develops this idea from Proverbs 31:8-9, which writes, “Speak up for those who cannot speak for
themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of
the poor and needy” (NIV). Suh introduces the priests of han and emphasizes it as the church and
theologians’ role that must understand both languages and play a witness in between, but clearly
standing on the side of minjung. In his words:
Here I am not only talking about the genealogy of the prophets but also the genealogy of
the priest. We must take up this task of priests in mission dei. The priesthood is neither
about blessing the tyranny of the ruling class nor castrating the resistance of the
oppressed. It is about sewing up their wound and being together with their fight for
restoring their agency, responding to their historical yearning, loosening the han
accumulated in their minds, and becoming the priest of han who comforts them.20
However, being priesthood does not carry any hierarchy. Minjung theologians like Suh
and Ahn never identified themselves as prophets or the leaders of the minjung movement but
merely witnesses.
Andrew Sung Park talks about the han of nature, arguing that animals and nature can
experience han, and it must be released because Christ’s atonement was also for them.21 The
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nonhuman creation needs atonement healing from human disruption – liberate from han.
Agreeing with Park, Korean minjung theologian Kwon claims that the nature minjung is either
muted or does not have appropriate language so that “[its] voices cannot reach the public and the
political society.”22 In other words, when nature expresses its han, the expression may not
always be comprehensible to the human perspective, whether in natural disasters or other forms.
Therefore, if we try to rationalize the natural phenomenon regarding its benefit to our species, a
significant part of them will sound unreasonable. They will be ambiguous at best.
Following Suh’s spirit when he claimed the need to be priests of han to people minjung,
our generation must adopt the priesthood of han that includes nonhuman nature minjung due to
the incomprehensibility. The role of theologians and churches as mediators is to decode nature’s
ambiguous han expression and deliver the message to others. Kwon argues,
It is the priests of han who can play the role of a medium for making the voiceless voices
of the mute participants (the minjung and the ecological environment) be heard in the
socio-historical situation and help them become the subjects in the situation.23
Overcoming human egoism and striving to listen to the message that nature sends is a
clear example of the enlargement of our vision. It is a restoration of cosmic vision bigger than
simply interpreting nature’s reactions only in terms of human benefits. As chapter four
discussed, Gustafson understood the human fault or the fall as the contraction of our vision,
narrowing of our perspective that focuses inwards. If fall is a contraction, salvation is an
enlargement of vision. The priest of han must seek the good of the broader community as a
media of cosmic salvation that includes both human and nonhuman minjung.
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Then, what insights do we gain for KAPC from the reading of minjung theology via
Gustafson’s critique of anthropocentrism? Here I do not intend to provide action plans or
practical guidelines but only attempt to go deeper into calling for the change in our ethos.
As noted in chapter one, KAPC exhibits an overall conservative theological orientation
and is not always hospitable to minjung theology that is considered “a liberal.” However, KAPC,
through its experience, knows what minjung theology talks about han and the urgency of
loosening it. As an immigrant group, KAPC has experienced han through historical events like
the LA riot, and it formed a group identity through the painful Korean American life. Weekly or
even daily meetings in the Korean American churches become where they release han through
communicating their experiences in their own language. As such, the influence of minjung
theology cannot be estimated only by the number of individuals identifying with the tradition.
They may not be minjung by an exact scholarly terminology; they, however, know and live
minjung. Thus, reading minjung theology via Gustafson’s anthropocentrism critique must
provide new insights into KAPC.
Korean American churches and minjung theology must carefully listen to Gustafson’s
warning of anthropocentrism. Minjung theology has contributed to Korean society by enhancing
human rights and bringing out democracy. However, as it has strived to achieve such goals,
minjung theology has limited its focus very narrowly on humans and has not been successful in
finding new minjung. Through Ahn and others’ interpretations, I have demonstrated that the
broader understanding of minjung that includes nature is possible and necessary in our context.
Moreover, through Suh’s notion of the priest of han, I have examined the role of humans
as a mediator of nature, not a superior. Identifying humans as priests of han suggests a less
hierarchical relationship than the reformed stewardship model envisions. It finds the place of
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humans in connection with nature and presents the positive role of humans as mediators and
witnesses of nature’s suffering. KAPC, as a minority religious group in the United States, must
overcome the temptation of limiting their visions but seek to live as the priest of han of the
whole creation.
Gustafson’s and the Dutch reformed anthropology
Comparing Gustafson’s and minjung theology’s anthropologies enables us to picture
humans as relational and dependent on nature, encompassing nature as new minjung. How then
can Gustafson and Abraham Kuyper interact with their views on humans?
As was discussed in chapter three through Anthony Hoekema, the Dutch reformed
anthropology assumes humans as a unique or even an exclusive image of God. Of course,
reformed anthropology does not view humans as absolute authoritative and totally detached, a
despot. However, it still places prerogative positions on humans claiming, “only humans are
images of God.”24 Even when describing the restored threefold relationship, it is mainly about
the interpersonal level or with God, whereas the restoration of the relationship of humans with
nature remains minimal. This hierarchical anthropology has its benefit emphasizing the
uniqueness of humans in the creation. However, it risks the danger of transitioning to the
adjacent model, human as a despot, or failing to raise a prophetic voice when society develops a
despotic relationship with nature.
In order to accurately evaluate the limits and possibilities of the Dutch reformed
anthropology, Kuyper’s soteriology that is cosmic in scope must be read together. As a theory of
salvation, soteriology presupposes the human fall or the problem and entails the solutions out of

24

Anthony A. Hoekema, Created in God’s Image (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 1986), 65-66. (Translated by
Hoekema from the original German text. Herman Bavinck, Dogmatiek, 2:595-96).

169
the mess. In his The Work of the Holy Spirit, Kuyper emphasizes the Holy Spirit's role in the
salvation process articulating three works or functions of the Holy Spirit – perfecting, animating,
and restraining.25
In sum, the animating role means that the Holy Spirit gives life to the biophysical order
by animating and sustaining every creature. The restraining role means the Spirit constantly
keeps creation from falling into chaos. When Kuyper states the perfecting role of the Holy Spirit,
his view of salvation covers the whole creation and goes beyond the human realm. Kuyper
clarifies the broader scope of the Holy Spirit that touches every creature, including the
nonhuman nature:
The work of the Holy Spirit is not confined to the elect, and does not begin with their
regeneration; but it touches every creature, animate and inanimate, and begins its
operations in the elect at the very moment of their origin.26
The whole creation is where the Holy Spirit works and resides, and it is the object of
divine care. Not only that, but Kuyper also demonstrates a particular orientation toward which
every creation is moving. He writes, “The creature is made not simply to exist or to adorn some
niche in the universe like a statue. Rather was everything created with a purpose and a destiny,
and our creation will be complete only when we have become what God designed.”27 Kuyper
deems that the creation moves toward where God designed it to progress, the ultimate telos. The
ultimate destiny or the perfection of the universe is the glory of God.28 He then concludes, “Thus
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to lead the creature to its destiny, to cause it to develop according to its nature, to make it perfect,
is the proper work of the Holy Spirit.”29
The Dutch reformed anthropology must be considered together with this cosmic scope
of salvation, as Kuyper displayed. Of course, humans still play a vital role in the perfecting work
of the Holy Spirit, leading creation to its proper telos. However, humans are not seen as
exclusive subjects of divine salvation or divine care. In Kuyper, The Holy Spirit is bringing the
whole creation to its destination, the glory of God, and humans are moving together with them
although playing a significant role. Kuyper understands salvation not only as a saving action of
individual souls but the restoration of the whole universe and the cosmos realization of shalom.
The Dutch reformed anthropology then conceives humans as more relational while maintaining
their uniqueness. Therefore, reading the Dutch reformed anthropology and Kuyper’s soteriology
grants us a balanced perspective for the status of humans in the universe.
God ruling over the whole world does not necessarily mean we can assume that God and
the universe exist and work for human benefit. Gustafson instructs us always to be open to
“ambiguity” and imagine a proper place for humans.30 Despite the benefits of faithfully
witnessing the reality of sin, the Dutch reformed anthropology lacks envisioning humans as free
and detached from nature. KAPC, heavily influenced by the Dutch reformed theology, especially
its anthropology, needs more relational anthropology like Gustafson’s and ought to read
Kuyper’s soteriology that is cosmic in scope together with anthropology to gain a more balanced
view.
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In contrast to minjung theology, Kuyperian influence on KAPC is mainly on its
conservative side. Kuyper’s famous motto “every square inch” has reminded us that no part of
our lives is outside God’s ruling and encouraged them to live as the transformers of culture and
society. Especially to this minority group in the foreign land with the temptation of separation
from the broader society, Kuyper provides excellent teaching. Moreover, although mainly used
with conservative political agendas, the sphere of sovereignty that Kuyper emphasizes could
explain how each sphere or domain should exist in a pluralized society while maintaining its
unity. The reformed anthropology, on which his influence is enormous, rejects a positive
perspective on humans and acknowledges the perspective on limited humans. However, it fully
believes how humans carry unique value as images of God at the same time.
Regardless of these positive and formative influences on KAPC, the Dutch reformed
community has not developed its ecological perspective as it ought to.31 It was sporadic at best
and has not contributed to KAPC’s group practice and ethos formation. Sphere sovereignty was
mainly used when claiming the independence of educational institutions against the government,
and the emphasis on the spheres is almost exclusively discussed in human social terms, focusing
on cultures. God’s ultimate sovereignty over nonhuman nature is less researched and developed.
In this context, Gustafson’s participatory anthropology enables us to picture humans as
more embedded in and dependent on nature. The Dutch reformed anthropology needs this
perspective for it to develop a proper eco-theology for KAPC. Thus, in conjunction with its
anthropology, this dissertation proposes KAPC to read Kuyperian cosmic soteriology about the
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restoration of all things so that we can see humans in a more balanced anthropology in the
broader framework.
Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism and Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty
James Bratt once commented on Kuyper’s thought as displaying early postmodernism.32
Nevertheless, Kuyper’s thought also presents similarities with Gustafson’s moderate
foundationalism spelling out diversity in unity. Both Kuyper and Gustafson affirm the diversity
and change in creation while maintaining the ultimate abiding unity, as I discussed in chapters
three and four, respectively.
Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism is a way of naming him neither a rigid
foundationalist nor a moral relativist. The terminology in chapter four was not used as a
linguistic philosophical terminology but to emphasize that we coexist on one solid earth.
Gustafson’s thought is not a Protestant version of natural theology that draws ought from is as
Hauerwas misconceived. On the other hand, Gustafson’s affirmation of changes and differences
does not make him a moral relativist. Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism has exhibited an
equitable interest in affirming changes and unity.
Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty suggests a similar understanding of being and reality. The
gist of Kuyper’s argument is that God created the whole world in various spheres and has given
autonomy to each sphere; thus, a sphere cannot interfere with other spheres. For instance, in his
speculation, the government’s role remains minimal, and it intervenes only “between” the
spheres, whereas “inside” the spheres, the government’s authority can work minimally in
exceptional cases. Richard Mouw interprets it to be a broadening of our perspective to the bigger
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frame of God-created human society, of which politics/government is a part, not sovereign over
all other parts.33 In this way, the sphere sovereignty understanding protects the coexistence of
various spheres in a society without colliding. As much as Kuyper affirms diversity, it must be
noted that Kuyper maintains his belief in ultimate unity.
When Kuyper asserts all earthly sovereignties are secondary and the ultimate authority is
only found in Christ, ethically speaking, he is confirming the coexisting of various moral
standards in society and the ultimate moral ground based on divine authority simultaneously.
Chapter three discussed ecological insights that Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty might bear. It
comes in two ways: first, by respecting the pluriformity in the creation, and second by holding
onto the faith in the unity under the absolute sovereignty of God.
I have observed that Kuyper’s early writings carry a positive inclination toward
diversity. For example, Mouw finds in Kuyper the “affirmation to de-centralization and
pluriformity” and “a distinct bias in favor of diversity in the creation.”34 Appreciation of
pluriformity carries an evident ecological value. However, it differs from a blind acclimation of
diversity and moral relativism it may bring about. I wrote in chapter three:
Here I want to note that Kuyper’s diversity differs from the postmodern affirmation of
diversity, and this is where Kuyper’s has some ecological values. Kuyper sees the
diversity in culture as already implied in the created order – diversity in order. Mouw
comments, “As Kuyper set forth his understanding of that perspective, he placed a
strong emphasis on the ordered creation as the fundamental context for grasping the
proper place of any given sphere.”35 With this concept of diversity in the created order,
Kuyper maneuvers between oppressive biological reductionism and chaotic relativism.
Chapter five will explore more how Kuyper’s position can be a ground for normative
ecological diversity.
33
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Taking up where I left off in chapter three, I now recall how Kuyper’s belief in unity
bears ecological value. Although there are various spheres in God’s creation and each sphere has
its independent sovereignty or authority that other spheres cannot intervene in, the argument does
not go where moral relativism goes.36 Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty claims that independence
does not mean impenetrable. First, Kuyper allows room for state intervention to protect the most
vulnerable in society and conflict between spheres. Second, Kuyper acknowledges the ultimate
sovereignty of the creator. Both ways, Kuyper is acknowledging the ultimate unity and its
relationship with each sphere. A sphere is never on its own.
If Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism has ecological value, Kuyper’s ontology will
provide similar insight. KAPC, in theology and sociology, must discuss this issue of diversity
and unity. In the United States, where many ethnic communities coexist, KAPC as a religious
and ethnic minority group can maintain its identity while interacting with others. How might a
local Korean American church communicate with other local churches that have different ethnic
identities? How does KAPC present its unique faith in a democratic society? Kuyper’s sphere
sovereignty can be a bridge for becoming relational with other social entities while encouraging
its practice and ethos to become more ecological.
Conclusion
Critical examinations of KAPC’s two theological resources offer essential guidance in
reimagining an eco-theology for KAPC. At the beginning of the dissertation, I assumed that
these sources must be critically but constructively engaged for the task. For this purpose, I used
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Gustafson’s theocentric perspective as a critical lens, especially his participatory anthropology
and his moderate foundationalism as a solution to the human-induced ecological problem. How
might these insights equip KAPC with a better perspective?
First was his participatory anthropology. This chapter compared it with minjung
theology’s anthropology and clarified what minjung theology must revise and revive. Minjung
theology’s apparent shortcoming is that it defined minjung only in homo sapience. However, this
chapter examined the possibility of expanding the term, including the suffering of nonhuman
nature. This innovation is not an aberration from the tradition but is a faithful interpretation or
contextualization of the tradition. I then concluded that KAPC, given its minority experience in
the USA as han ridden minjung group, must listen to the cry of the new minjung, nature.
Then I moved onto Gustafson’s enlargement of vision as a solution to the human
problem. Gustafson proposed the enlargement of perspective, warning against our tendencies
toward narrow-mindedness. I examined the minjung theologian’s proposal of “priest of han” as
an identity of theologian then applied it to the voiceless nature. The application might enable us
to overcome human special egoism and expansion of our perspective. How then KAPC positions
itself as a mediator? Priest of han proposed the role of witness to testify the destruction of nature,
and priest of han who explains the incomprehensible language of nature’s han to the public. This
is the second insight that minjung, via Gustafson, could bring.
Gustafson’s participatory anthropology provides a corrective vision when meeting with
the Dutch reformed anthropology. I read Kuyper’s cosmic soteriology together in response to
Gustafson’s claim that we must overcome anthropocentrism and picture relational anthropology.
When read together with soteriology, the Dutch reformed anthropology can be seen more
balanced, and the human role in God’s salvation is demonstrated more organically.
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Kuyperianism or the Dutch reformed may be the most significant influence on KAPC, and it has
a decisive influence on its congregation through sermons and bible studies. If KAPC’s
conservative or more confessional side provides us a fresh look at cosmic restoration and
realization of shalom, it may assist us to overcome anthropocentrism while maintaining and
being faithful to its tradition.
Lastly, I compared Gustafson’s moderate foundationalism and Kuyper’s sphere
sovereignty regarding their ecological contribution, which is the ultimate faith in what we
humans and nature have in common while overcoming the danger of moral relativism. This point
may be strategic, considering KAPC has been reluctant to engage with ecological voices due to
its religious and political conservatism. There is a sentiment that the environmental agenda is a
trojan horse that supports a “big government” over-reach. Kuyper’s sphere sovereignty speaks
louder than any other teachings to KAPC on the need for our attention to the common house we
share with the future generations and other nonhuman nature.
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